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Introduction 

They were revolutionaries, rebels, refugees, and soldiers, tailors, 
shoemakers, intellectuals, and apparatchniks, triumphant builders 
of communism and victims of its wrath. Their lives mirror five 
decades of the modern histories of communism, Poland, and Jews. 
They were the generation of Polish-Jewish Communists. 

Sometimes in history there occur extraordinary generations, the 
formation of contemporaries shaped by huge historical processes 
of dramatic sociopolitical change. Through its unique intensity, 
the experience of such generations extracts and clearly exemplifies 
both great historical changes and the general existential conditions 
of the human predicament. Those whose time and path this book 
depicts formed such a generation. Having been both active sub-
jects in large processes of social and political change and passive 
objects of winds and forces over which they had no influence, they 
embody the moral and existential dilemmas of human beings con-
fronted with the ballast of existing conditions and institutions, yet 
seized by blazing visions of the future. The life path of this genera-
tion reflects and actualizes not only the unique and particular but 
also the universal and general: questions of ideology and politics, 
ethnicity and identity, morality and ethics, individual and collec-
tive formation, and the very idea of a generation. 

Three related considerations stimulated me in carrying out this 
project. First, there is the fact that despite the dramatic intensity 
that should have generated wide research interest, the life path of 
this generation has not been explored in general sociological or 
historical research. Left to be forgotten, it has continued to pro-

i 



1 Introduction 

duce, or reproduce, powerful stereotypes, taboos, and prejudice, 
which in itself deserves a separate investigation. The same lack of 
interest has also been apparent within the area of Jewish studies, 
where this important part of the modern Jewish experience has 
hardly been given systematic (and still less, empathic) attention. In 
the highly respected and cherished history of Polish Jewry, Polish-
Jewish Communists form a very much neglected chapter, depreci-
ated and, if discussed at all, almost a priori negatively evaluated. 
This disregard and apparent bias reminds one of the deep prejudice 
that surrounded research on Sabbatai Sevi and his movement 
prior to Gershom Scholem's work. I cannot resist quoting 
Scholem's judgment of this situation: "One of the remarkable fea-
tures of research on Sabbataianism is the tendency to minimize the 
scope of the movement and to distort its meaning.... The lack of 
objectivity among scholars was brought about both by the sheer 
irrationality, so to speak, of the events they were studying and by 
their moral condemnation of the consequences of the movement 
and of many of its leaders" (1973: XI-XII). Scholem called this 
research bias a "rationalist perversion of sound judgement" and 
refuted it as "the internal censorship of the past." I believe his 
words also apply to this field of study. Jewish Communists, even 
those who in their messianic fury expressly denied their Jewish 
roots, form an integral and, in resemblance to the Sabbataians, 
fascinating part of the modern Jewish historical experience. 

Second, in its uniquely intense mixture of ethnicity and politics, 
vision and reality, world history and personal biography, the life 
path of this generation presents fascinating stuff for the student 
of the social sciences, exemplifying several issues of great general 
interest for sociology, history, social psychology, and political 
science. 

The third consideration is a personal one. Through my 
parents—who followed for a time the path of this generation— 
and their friends, I became acquainted at an early stage with the 
views and perspectives that guided its experience. In my view, the 
moral lessons of the lives under study here carry great importance 
even for our time. Trusting that one can and should learn from 
history, with this book, I want to preserve part of this experience 
and make it available for reflection. As my own sons and their 
peers read the story of this generation, I would like them to learn 
to dare to dream great dreams and never to accept humiliation 
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and, at the same time, never to be blinded by promises of total 
denouement and to treasure always common human decency. 
Thus, even if I tried to describe the lives and careers of these people 
"as they were" to the limits of my ability and honesty, in one way 
or another, such a description would and should reflect part of my 
own liberal-democratic beliefs, preferences, and inclinations. 

Extraordinary generations, brought to life by good or bad luck 
in unusually intense times of fundamental upheavals, cannot be 
understood outside the context of the history and society in which 
their perceptions and actions are rooted. So it is with the current 
case. Another time or another place would have generated a differ-
ent set of conditions and options for their becoming, most prob-
ably making them different from what they were. Therefore, while 
in thinking about them one can surely reflect on one's own life and 
time, one should be careful not to fall into the trap of judging from 
later perspectives, born after a particular generation has marched 
on. Such ahistorical judgments are in themselves groundless, 
morally false, and, simply, unjust. Offering a poor explanation of 
the past, they obscure the present and poison the future. 

This is not the story of all Polish-Jewish Communists. There 
were also others: those who joined the Communist movement be-
fore them, often becoming their "older comrades" and Commu-
nist mentors, and those who joined the party after 1945, when 
being Communist became opportune. Although the latter in par-
ticular are mentioned in several contexts, their paths and destinies 
are not the main focus of this book. 

Those whose experience is described here were born around 
1 9 1 0 . They joined the Communist movement at the end of the 
19ZOS and the beginning of the 1930s. They survived World War 
II in the USSR and after the war rebuilt their lives in Poland. On 
their final defeat two and a half decades later, they became ref-
ugees again, leaving Poland together with the remnants of Polish 
Jewry. Considering that they were forced to rebuild their lives 
in three different countries and at four different times, their bi-
ographies are uniquely intense. Taken together, they represent the 
social, political, and ideological history of their times and society 
and in concentrated form reflect the drama of Central Eastern 
Europe's modern political and social history. 

It could be argued that this generation of Polish-Jewish Com-
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munists is larger than that described in this book. Besides those 
who followed the main pathways of their common career, some 
participated in the Spanish Civil War, and others spent part of the 
interwar period in Palestine or found themselves in France when 
World War II broke out. In addition, there were those who began 
with them but who left Poland and/or communism much earlier. 
Conscious of these destinies, this book focuses on the main path of 
these peers, those who until their final defeat at the end of the 
1960s followed the longest and least interrupted common career 
of their ethnopolitical generation. There are good reasons to be-
lieve that in so doing this book describes not only the main path-
way of the generation but also the most essential traits of identity 
and action of those whose road differed in one respect or another 
from that of the core. 

This project began formally in 1986, but the gathering of mate-
rials, discussions, and informal interviews had already begun in 
1981 . From the very beginning it was clear that much psychologi-
cal resistance needed to be overcome to convince the informants to 
share with an open heart the experience of their lives. It was also 
apparent that only qualitative research methods could be utilized 
and that all quantitative information must be regarded as mere 
approximations. 

The forty-three in-depth interviews that form the empirical basis 
of this study were conducted in Sweden and Denmark. In addition, 
fifteen control interviews with people who witnessed or followed 
part of the path of the generation were conducted in Israel, West 
Germany, and Poland. Further, seventy-one persons (among them 
the respondents) were asked to answer an extensive questionnaire 
on identity and identity change seen in a purely social psychologi-
cal perspective; forty-four accepted this request. In accordance 
with my original intentions, I also recorded or transcribed songs, 
anecdotes, and reminiscences of the world that is no more and 
scrutinized institutional or private archives for documents and 
photographs. 

In my search for respondents, I announced my project through 
the central Swedish-Jewish magazine, Judisk Kronika, and con-
tacted all local Jewish organizations with whom such people might 
be involved. In addition to this and my own network of private 
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contacts, the most important source proved to be the introduc-
tions provided by one person to another. 

Out of the forty-three interviews, I was permitted to record only 
fifteen from beginning to end; in others, the tape recorder had to 
be either occasionally turned down or entirely turned off (in these 
cases, the interviews were transcribed). On several occasions, I had 
to give my word of honor regarding absolute secrecy. Many of 
those I initially contacted refused to be interviewed altogether. 
Whatever the reasons for these difficulties—the lack of confidence, 
suspicion, feelings of shame or pain, or the will once and for all to 
let bygones be bygones—it is clear that their past is still sensitive 
and existentially of deep significance. Given this background, I re-
gard the number and the depth of the interviews as a success, the 
key to which lies in my good reputation with those I have known 
for a long time and the personal recommendation I received from 
comrade to comrade. 

Can such a research population be regarded as representative? 
In one sense, those interviewed constitute a total population: I 
interviewed everyone I was able to locate and convince. The 
question of whether these respondents are representative of their 
generation in the statistical sense is both impossible to answer and 
quite irrelevant. What matters is that they represent all the units, 
or categories, that were typical for their generation at the different 
points of its path. Thus, they constitute the entire scale of careers, 
perceptions, and destinies, understood as ideal types. 

The interviews were conducted in Polish according to flexible 
guidelines that sought to capture the entire life span of the 
respondents—from their childhood and family background to 
their current situation. The conscious flexibility of the interviews 
and the intentionally open-ended questions aimed at allowing the 
respondents to develop their own rhythm and their own way of 
structuring their reality. The object was to follow their own pat-
tern of thinking, to penetrate latent meanings and associations, or, 
as Theodore Reik put it, to listen "with the Third Ear." Conducted 
in this way, the interviews were very time-consuming: most took 
several days to complete. 

Any account of reality is bound to be founded on the treacher-
ous ground of selectivity and interpretation. Also, the "truth" of 
an account of a past social reality lies not in resurrecting the "facts" 
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but in a correct presentation and interpretation of how they were 
perceived. It is from this perspective that the individual life histo-
ries told by these people must be seen. These interviews can in no 
way be compared to, for instance, police interrogations. The goal 
was not to establish the exact circumstances of individual path but 
to extract the picture of a generation, its categories and the pat-
terns of their moral and social career. 

One more reservation should be added. No analysis is possible 
without the analyst and his or her established pattern of selective 
sensibility, perception, and thinking. However, with all these res-
ervations clearly stated, I have done my best to maintain the 
proper criticism of sources, as regards evaluation of sparsely avail-
able pieces of quantitative information, the pictures of certain 
events, and the general veracity of the interviews. The control in-
terviews, which aimed at verifying certain sequences of events, 
perceptions, and actions, served in the latter aim. I also aimed at 
being attentive to the inner consistency of the accounts and their 
relative concordance. Seen in this light, individual contradictions, 
omissions, or, even more, willful distortions attained a special 
significance, pointing to sensitive areas with direct bearing on 
identity and, often, directions for further exploration. 

As the content of the interviews was being sorted and classified 
into different subgroups of categories, career types, classes of 
perceptions and actions, collective patterns of identity and action 
clearly emerged. In exemplifying these patterns, I did not have to 
choose any particular destinies above others. The only reason 
some quotations were chosen to summarize or illustrate issues 
was, simply, the power of their concise, concentrated articulation. 

Complemented by the results of the questionnaire, archive re-
search, and the study of the literature of the corresponding subject 
areas, the individual life histories presented in the interviews 
allowed for the depiction of the generation, its paths and its time. 

In a situation where a sociologist deals with a research popula-
tion gained by accessibility and the prosaic fact of physical surviv-
al, rather than by random sampling, all customary quantitative 
assertions are meaningless. However, regarding the respondents as 
representative of their generation, that is, as representing all its 
categories, the patterns of becoming, identity, and action, some 
semiquantitative estimates are necessary. Sometimes expressed in 
such imprecise terms as "most" or "some," they should not be 
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understood as the results of some quantitative measurement but 
rather as the respondents' own estimations of the approximate 
proportions in the overall pattern, which were accepted by the 
author because of their repetitive or otherwise mutually suppor-
tive character. 

One more comment is necessary. In an analytical narrative that 
stretches over five decades, huge sociopolitical processes, and 
changing patterns of perception and action and that is intentional-
ly based on an interchanging actors'-researcher's perspective, it 
may be difficult to discern the viewpoints and opinions of the 
actors from the generalizations and comments of the author. Thus, 
all description of the actors' actions and perceptions is their own 
(or extracted from their own), while the generalizations and com-
ments, if not denoted otherwise, are mine. 

Part I of this book describes the points of departure for the life 
path of the generation. Chapter i contains discussion of the highly 
inflamed subject of radical Jews. Chapter 2 discusses the social 
predicament and cultural heritage that provided the framework for 
the formation of the generation, while chapter 3 describes the 
paths and factors that led these young people into the contempor-
ary Communist movement. Part II describes their revolutionary 
career and the formation of their generation. Chapter 4 analyzes 
the Polish Communist movement during the interwar period, its 
structure, strength, ideology, and politics. In chapter 5, the issue 
of Jews and the Polish Communist movement is discussed. Chap-
ter 6 describes the common traits of the existential situation of 
these young Communists acting within the framework of their 
movement. Chapter 7 focuses on the different characteristics con-
tained in two distinct situations: acting among non-Jews or on the 
"Jewish street." Chapter 8 describes their prison terms as the high 
point in their revolutionary career, crucial for their formation as 
individuals and as a generation. It ends with the outbreak of 
World War II and their path to the USSR. Part III describes their 
wartime Soviet odyssey. In chapter 9, the first meetings with 
Soviet rule and the beginnings of their separate types of wartime 
careers are described. The development of these separate careers 
and categories against the background of the war and Soviet-
Polish-Western politics is discussed in chapter 10. Their Soviet ex-
perience and its lessons are summed up in chapter 1 1 . Part IV 
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describes the postwar career of the generation until its final defeat. 
Chapter 1 2 describes their return to Poland and the beginning of 
their postwar career. Chapter 1 3 discusses the formation and 
evolution of the different types of postwar categories, careers, and 
visions. Chapter 14 describes the period of "holy madness"—the 
Stalinist years, its policies, climate, and impact on the members of 
the generation. Chapter 1 5 discusses the impact and significance 
of the thaw and its aftermath, and chapter 16 analyzes the last 
decade of the Polish career of the generation, the factors and 
circumstances of its ultimate defeat. Finally, chapter 1 7 sums up 
some of the conclusions of the history of this generation and its 
times. 

The Appendix contains discussion of the key concepts and per-
spectives employed. 

Asked if this book is essentially historical or sociological, fol-
lowing Philip Abrams, I would answer that "history and sociology 
are and always have been the same thing. Both seek to understand 
the puzzle of human agency and both seek to do so in terms of the 
process of social structuring. . . . Sociology must be concerned 
with eventuation, because that is how structuring happens. His-
tory must be theoretical, because that is how structuring is 
apprehended. History has no privileged access to the empirical evi-
dence relevant to the common explanatory project. And sociology 
has no privileged theoretical access" (1982: X - X I ) . Thus, in seeing 
structures and action as reciprocally and continuously constructed 
in time, this book affirms historical sociology. 

In the description of experience that is both individual and col-
lective, there is always the necessity of balancing the desire to tell 
the story of the myriad individual paths and destinies—every one 
of them is unique and irreplaceable—and the ambition to look for 
and extract common traits that make all the uniquely individual 
experiences into that of societies. To paint a panorama of a collec-
tive, the individual life histories must be taken up to a certain level 
of abstract typification, through which an analysis of collective 
change along a time dimension is made possible. Although this is a 
necessary procedure, it does not lessen the desire, at least in part, 
to retain the uniquely individual. Whether I have succeeded here is 
for the reader to judge. 







Chapter One 

Generation and the Riddle of 
Radical Jews 

"The truest community to which one can belong," Robert Wohl 
has written, "is that defined by age and experience" (1979: 203). 
Those who are the subject matter of this study formed such a com-
munity. Now, nearing the end of their lives, they are deeply aware 
of the fact that their individual biographies form part of the com-
mon history of their generation. Thus, the story we are about to 
tell is about a generation, an extraordinary generation whose life 
was shaped by dramatic historical change and upheaval, by 
tremendous hope and frustration, by ideology, ethnicity, and poli-
tics. This is the story of the times and path of the generation of 
Polish-Jewish Communists. 

They were seized by the Communist vision in a time when this 
vision could be regarded as heralding an approaching age of 
fundamental general redemption. Despite frustrations and dis-
appointments, they remained faithful to its basic core until the 
time of their final existential defeat. Although it went almost un-
noticed, this defeat augured what was to become apparent to the 
world in less than two decades: the complete moral, ideological, 
economic, and political bankruptcy of the Communist system. 

They were not the only Polish-Jewish radicals of their time but, 
compared to their peers, they were the most radical of all radical 
Jews. 

In modern times, radical Jews caught the attention of the world. 

11 



I l Points of Departure 

Men and women of Jewish descent were in such a disproportion-
ate number among the theoreticians, leaders, and rank and file of 
the leftist movements that, depending on one's point of view, Jews 
were prized or cursed for their alleged radicalism. Thus, after hav-
ing uttered several anti-Jewish remarks in his early years but now 
deeply impressed by the role played by the Jewish leaders in the 
Socialist movement and the radicalization of the Jewish proletariat 
in the Russian Empire, London, and New York, Engels wrote in 
1890, "To say nothing of Heine and Borne, Marx was of purest 
Jewish blood; Lassalle was a Jew. Many of our best people are 
Jews. My friend Victor Adler,. . . Eduard Bernstein,.. . Paul 
Singer. . .—people of whose friendship I am proud, are all Jews! 
Have I not been turned into a Jew myself by the 'Gartenlaube'?" 1 

In a lecture in Geneva in 1905, Lenin said, "The hatred of the 
czars was particularly directed against the Jews. The Jews pro-
vided an extremely high percentage (compared to the total of the 
Jewish population) of leaders of the revolutionary movement. 
In passing, it should be said to their credit that today the Jews 
provide a relatively high percentage of representatives of inter-
nationalism compared with other nations."2 In contrast, King 
Fredrick Wilhelm IV of Prussia lamented "the disgrace which the 
circumcised ringleaders among the revolutionaries had brought 
upon Germany." A report written by the Prussian police in 1879 
about the connection between Jews and the Social Democratic 
party stated that Jews support Socialist ideas financially and by 
advocating them in the press and concluded that "if we add the 
fact that the most prominent leaders of the revolutionary parties in 
the various countries are Jews, such as Karl Hirsch in Bruxelles, 
Karl Marx in London, Leo Fraenkel in Budapest and that the large 
party of Russian nihilists. . . consists mostly of Jews, there is 
reason to justify the claim that Jewry is by nature a revolutionary 
movement."3 Russian Czar Nicholas II complained to his wife 
that "nine-tenths of the troublemakers are Jews." Russian Minis-
ter of Interior Plehve noted that 70 percent of all political dissi-
dents known by the police were Jews,4 while Count Witte told 
Theodor Herzl in 1903 that in his opinion, the proportion of Jews 
among Russian revolutionaries was 50 percent.5 Sixty-five years 
later, on learning of the riots at the 1968 Democratic National 
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convention in Chicago, President Nixon wondered "whether all 
the indicted conspirators are Jews, or whether . . . only about half 
are."6 

In discussing the subject of Jewish radicals—or, as some prefer 
to say, Jewish radicalism—in modern times, it is important to 
keep in mind that extreme radicals formed but a tiny minority 
among Jews as a whole. Theories equating Jews with radicalism 
have, simply, no substance and are a product of incompetence or 
prejudice. However, the disproportionate participation of Jews in 
leftist parties and movements has historically been highly signif-
icant (and highly visible). In other words, although there have 
been few radicals among Jews, there have been many Jews among 
radicals. 

Much ink has been used (and not a little wasted) in trying to 
solve the riddle of Jewish radicalism. Let us take a look at a couple 
of typical examples.7 If intellectuals as such form a "relatively 
classless stratum which is not too firmly situated in the social 
order,"8 Jewish intellectuals falling in between Jewish and non-
Jewish segments of society must be even more so. Thus, one can 
find theories attributing Jewish intellectual radicalism to their 
positively interpreted cosmopolitanism and secular, messianic uni-
versalism, which is said to allow Jews to become true interna-
tionalists and to formulate ideas about how to reform society. This 
is expressed most prominently and most affirmatively by Isaac 
Deutscher who sees the revolutionary "non-Jewish J e w " as one 
who continues a specifically Jewish tradition of "transcending" the 
borders of Judaism when they are "too narrow, too archaic, and 
too restricting" in order to strive " for the universal, as against the 
particularist, and for the internationalist, as against the nationalist 
solutions to the problems of their time" (1968: 33). Similar 
theories attribute Jewish radicalism to a marginal, isolated posi-
tion in the middle class, which is said to transform Jews into radi-
cals fighting for ideas and making them, in Robert Michels's 
words, "apt to find a shorter road to socialism than the Gentile" 
(1962: 2 4 7 - 1 4 8 ) . There are other theories that oppose marginal-
ity and the corresponding idea of classlessness as causes of radical-
ism, proposing instead to look to structural determinants of 
embeddedness in certain social strata.9 Still others see structural 
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reasons as a general background and randomness or coincidence 
as the factor that explains why concrete persons become involved 
with different political ideologies and movements.10 

Another group of theories seeks to explain the phenomenon of 
Jewish radicalism by referring to Jewish cultural heritage in which 
messianism is said to have special appeal. This position is best 
expressed by Nicolas Berdyaev, in whose view "the most impor-
tant aspect of Marx's teaching" can be explained by the fact that 
"the messianic expectations of Israel" remained in his subcon-
sciousness and that, therefore, the proletariat was for him "the 
new Israel, God's chosen people, the liberator and the builder of 
an earthly kingdom that is to come." Communism is for Berdyaev 
"a secularized form of the ancient Jewish chiliasm," because "a 
messianic consciousness is surely always of ancient Hebrew ori-
gin" (1961: 69-70). 1 1 Similar modern theories are exemplified by 
Lawrence Fuchs (1956) whose theory, although conceived of as an 
explanation of American Jewish liberalism, can be adapted to ex-
plain Jewish radicalism as well. Fuchs attributes a supposed Jewish 
yearning for justice to the effect of the Jewish religious imperative 
of tikkun olam (repair of the world), the prophetic traditions, the 
love for learning, and immunity from ascetism, which direct activ-
ity into the concrete world of economy and politics. Referring to 
some observations made by Fuchs and also by Nathan Glazer 
(1970), Stephen Whitfield proposes paying attention to yet 
another possible explanation, namely, Jewish intellectuality as the 
chief factor. "If Jews have been disproportionately radicals, it may 
be because they have been disproportionately intellectuals." Thus, 
intellectuality would cause Jews to question the dogmas and prac-
tices of the world, for which "revolutionary politics was a natural 
outlet" (1985: 39-40). 

Other theories point out deprivation and anti-Semitism as the 
main causes of Jewish radicalism. Thus, Hugo Valentin, arguing 
primarily against racist doctrines (but also against those who attri-
bute Jewish political radicalism to cultural heritage), states simply 
that the only explanation for the participation of Jews in the Com-
munist movements of Eastern Europe was their hopeless predica-
ment of misery, prosecution, and anti-Semitism. He supports his 
point by stating that "in America, Italy, Western Europe, Scandi-
navia," where Jews were treated as equals, they "should not be on 
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average more radical than the non-Jewish members of the social 
classes to which they came to belong" (1935: 219). Similarly, 
Michels points out that "the legal emancipation of the Jews has 
n o t . . . been followed by their social and moral emancipation" 
(1962: 247) and that this deprivation together with a traditional 
yearning for justice explains political radicalism among Jews. In 
the context of the deprivation approach, Whitfield points out that 
to avoid simplification, the term should be understood in a broad 
sense: "The discrepancy between the exalted religious and histori-
cal status and a low civic and economic state, and between their 
own ethical sensitivities and the cruelty which their neighbors 
often exhibited. . . might also trigger the need to remedy gross un-
fairness through pursuit of revolution" (1983: 146). W. D. Rubin-
stein (1982) explains an alleged inclination of Jews toward leftist 
radicalism by the social-political circumstances in Europe after 
Jewish emancipation. Turning toward the right was then unthink-
able because of its anti-Semitism and conservatism, while the left 
was striving for universal equality. In other words, involvement 
with the left is here thought to be in line with Jewish self-interest. 

There is also a relatively rich flora of psychological or psycholo-
gizing theories on this subject. Lewis Feuer (1969) attributes a 
radical "conflict of generations" to the workings of the Oedipus 
complex, which, in principle, could also be applied in the case of 
young Jewish radicals. Disputing theories that attribute the leftist 
radicalism of revolutionary Jews to a secularized cultural heritage 
of messianism, Robert Wistrich seeks a general explanation in 
their self-hatred, their "Jewish anti-Semitism," or their "ethnic 
death-wish" caused by "the marginality of the assimilated (or 
semi-assimilated) Jewish intellectual, whose radicalism made him 
a heretical figure with regard to his minority community and the 
Gentile world" (1976: 8) and caused him to accept the anti-Jewish 
heritage and stereotypes of Christianity and the Enlightenment. 
Similarly, Dennis Prager and Joseph Telushkin locate Jewish radi-
calism in the results of a double marginality of individuals who 
"do not feel rooted in either the Gentile religion or nation or the 
Jews' religion or nation." As a result, they "have become revolu-
tionaries in many instances precisely in order to overcome this 
rootlessness or alienation" and therefore "seek to have the non-
Jews become like them, alienated from traditional religious and 
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national values. Only then will these revolutionaries cease to feel 
alienated" (1983: 60-61). John M. Cuddihy (1974) finds an ex-
planation of Jewish radicalism in the confrontation between the 
uncivil, premodern shtetl and the civil, modern Christian society 
(or a struggle between vulgarity and refinement in which the Jews 
resist the process of modernization). 

The range of theories and explanations of Jewish radicalism 
thus covers almost all possible grounds. Roughly speaking, one 
can divide them into those that seek explanation in psychological 
factors, in cultural predicament, or in social situation. Most of 
these theories tend to be monistic, that is, they tend to select one 
factor, or one group of factors, to explain the phenomenon. 
Some of them are consciously ahistorical; others—as those dealing 
with Jewish participation in the American New Left—seek a time-
bound explanation that cannot be applied to other periods (as 
Glazer's empirical observation of the nurtured atmosphere of an 
earlier political dissidence in the families from which the New Left 
Jewish members grew up, or their apparent intellectuality). 

Theories attributing Jewish radicalism solely or mainly to Jewish 
cultural heritage prove insufficient by the very facts of life. Those 
most knowledgeable in the principles of Judaism and who prac-
ticed it in their everyday life, that is, the observant Jews, were far 
from social and political radicalism. Also, radicals have always 
been a minority among the Jews. Moreover, as Charles Liebman 
( J973) points out in his criticism of Fuchs's view that traditional 
Jewish values are the source of Jewish liberalism, it is not enough 
to show that some values promote liberalism (or radicalism); to 
prove such a connection, it is also necessary to show the absence of 
values that would encourage conservatism. If not, the only conclu-
sion that can be drawn is that Jews are selective in choosing the 
values they are influenced by. 

The impact of some traditional Jewish values, such as love for 
learning, intellectuality, and messianic longings, cannot be denied, 
however. It is, for instance, apparent that among the different 
dimensions of the dynamic structure of Judaism, there always was 
a rebellious and universalist one and that the kind of intellectuality 
represented by radical Jews (at least, as will be shown in this 
study) differed in a characteristic manner from that of their non-
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Jewish comrades. Against the criticism of Wistrich (1976)—that 
Marxism broke completely with the Judeo-Christian tradition, 
that revolutionary Jews expressly denied Judaism, and that most 
of them were ignorant of it—it can be said that cultural traditions 
can be transmitted in several indirect, elusive, and hardly discern-
ible ways, and even, as Scholem ( 1971 ) proves, through denial. 
However, regarding Jewish intellectuality as conducive to radical-
ism, it must be mentioned that most of the members of the genera-
tion studied here had their roots in the Jewish proletarian milieu 
and, as young people, were usually self-taught. Although unusually 
"intellectual," that is, with highly developed interests in ideology 
and politics, most of them were not intellectuals in the sense of 
class or profession. Moreover, at the end of their road, when they 
are more intellectual than ever, they are also more moderate than 
ever before. 

Thus, the notion that sees the cultural impact of some tradition-
al Jewish values as the sole or main explanation of Jewish radical-
ism is insufficient. However, if such an impact did not exist, the 
phenomenon would undoubtedly not have been what it is. 

The author must admit to a bias against psychological theories 
as often applied in this context. Cuddihy's view represents an ex-
ample of ignorance of Jewish history, sweeping generalizations, 
and oversimplifications. Moreover, his analysis smacks of prej-
udice. Feuer's psychoanalytical theory of an Oedipus complex 
cannot account for those Jewish radicals who had excellent rela-
tions with their parents and those non-Jewish ones who did not. 
Wistrich's (or Prager's and Telushkin's) approach seems to be 
highly ascriptive and, although individualistic, lacking in any 
attempt at sympathetic understanding. Moreover, it is doubtful 
whether the concept of self-hatred applied in this way really ex-
plains anything. It seems to ascribe psychological motives to acting 
individuals in a circular manner. Suppose that we say: "These per-
sons were self-haters." How do we know that? "Because they 
acted in this way." Why did they act in this way? "Because they 
were self-haters." The circular reasoning implied is typical for the 
ascription of motives in general. From overt action, one derives 
certain motives, which, in turn, are used as causal factors in ex-
plaining actions. Furthermore, the concept of self-hatred appears 
to be dependent on both the researcher's own affirmative attitude 
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toward the values said to be held in contempt by the objects of 
analysis and on his or her knowledge of the ultimate outcome of 
the historical process being described. Also, it should be kept in 
mind that ethnic self-hatred cannot possibly be an either-or catego-
ry but rather a continuum ranging from self-affirmation to self-
hatred. On the whole, it appears that the concept of self-hatred 
might be of some descriptive, but only limited explanatory, value. 
In general terms, although they might contain insightful observa-
tions, the psychological approaches tend to reduce complex social, 
cultural, and political variables to individualistic psychological 
phenomena for which they cannot account. 

Attributing Jewish radicalism solely or mainly to the Jewish pre-
dicament (anti-Semitism, deprivation) is not sufficient. If all or 
most of the Jews in certain countries and in certain periods were 
subjected to anti-Semitism and deprivation, why did not all, or 
most, rebel? Suffering and misery in themselves are not sufficient 
causes for rebellion or radicalism.12 And if it was in the self-
interest of Jews to join the revolution, why did most of them reject 
it? In the ghettos of Eastern Europe of which Valentin writes, radi-
calism was seen as a dangerous deviancy,13 and Moscow's chief 
rabbi is reported to have said to Trotsky (whose original name was 
Bronstein) that "the Trotskys make the revolution and the Bron-
steins pay the price."14 If anti-Semitism, misery, and the principal 
hostility of the right were the sole reason for Jewish leftist involve-
ment, how could we account for the disproportionate number of 
Jews involved in the New Left in the United States?15 

Accounts attributing Jewish radicalism to social predicament 
cannot be altogether dismissed, however. As this study will also 
show, anti-Semitism and misery have been among the most in-
fluential factors that produced radicals striving for Jewish and/or 
global emancipation. Thus, if applied in an exclusive manner, this 
group of accounts is apparently insufficient as explanation; 
however, they contain points of crucial importance that cannot be 
omitted. 

Brym's view of individual embedding in concrete social strata as 
decisive for becoming a Jewish radical of a particular color is un-
doubtedly tempting. However, it cannot account for several cases 
(in fact, so many that they are almost typical) of brothers, sisters, 
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and peers who began from identical positions and yet ended up on 
opposite sides of the barricades. 

The issue of radical Jews always forms a question of concrete 
people involved in the concrete, complex, and changing circum-
stances of their time and society. Acting in these circumstances, they 
are empowered by the heritage of their past, by the problems of 
the present, and by visions of the future. This study suggests that 
there exists no particular "Jewish radicalism" and, consequently, 
that a category of "Jewish radicals," which it implies, is a chimera. 
It suggests, rather, that the question of radical Jews should be seen 
in the perspective of the general mechanisms of individual and col-
lective becoming as functioning through and in the fabric of a spe-
cific, culturally encased social situation. Thus, it is proposed that 
the issue of radical Jews, and of ethnopolitical generations, at 
least as exemplified by the generation of Polish-Jewish Commu-
nists, should be explained by (1) the combined impact of specific 
cultural heritage and social predicament; (2) the characteristic 
entanglement of conditions and noncoincidential contingencies, 
decisive in determining the initial individual choices; and (3) the 
reciprocative and consequential character of individual and col-
lective formation, conducive to restricting the field of available, 
" o b v i o u s " options within the path along which the social and 
moral careers of the particular individuals who form a genera-
tion develop. 

Armed with this perspective, let us begin sketching the back-
ground to the story of a generation. 



Chapter Two 

The Framework 

The Question of Perspective 

Sociological generations—communities shaped by the trinity of 
demography, identity, and action—do not jump forth out of 
nothing. Whether sudden and traumatic or accumulated and pro-
longed, the sequences of significant experience under whose impact 
generations are created operate on the deeper layer of back-
ground factors that are similar or common for all those who will 
form the new generation. Because these factors relate both to past 
heritage and to contemporary events, a common framework that 
forms out of cultural heritage and current social situation is 
needed for a new sociological generation to appear. Thus, for in-
stance, the decisive factor that triggered the formation of the Nazi 
generation was the traumatic experience of life in the trenches of 
the First World War, the humiliating defeat that ended that war, 
and the subsequent confusing disorder of German society that was 
perceived as deeply immoral. However, the background factors 
without which the Nazi generation would not have become the 
way it was included the inherited cultural values of hard work, 
patriotism, and discipline and the common, or similar, social 
situation related to class position and personal career.1 To take 
another, historically, geographically, and ethically quite different 
example: the background factors of cultural heritage and social 
situation previous to the decisive, shared experiences of the Sabba-
taian message and movement were in a similar way responsible for 
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formation of the generation of Sabbataians, the followers of the 
last great false messiah, Sabbatai Sevi.2 

Obviously, intertwining to form a unifying framework, shared 
social predicament and cultural heritage (even if this heritage was 
transformed or denied) played a similarly significant role in the 
creation of the generation of Polish-Jewish Communists as well as 
of their Zionist and Bundist peers. For all of them, this common 
framework formed the base and starting point for the develop-
ment of their radical potential, their individual formation, and 
their eventual division into competing political generations. 

Neither social situation nor cultural heritage taken by itself 
would suffice to explain the background to the formation of the 
generation. Common social predicament alone would not have 
produced the similar pattern of response in attitude and action, 
while the common cultural heritage might in itself have as well 
resulted in the perpetuation of the traditional generation and its 
identity. It was the merging of these factors that produced the 
radical potential in which different, specific possibilities of choos-
ing alternative strategies of emancipation (which for the peers con-
stituted alternative options of becoming, identity, and action) were 
inherent. 

According to the hypothesis mentioned earlier, it was the non-
coincidental contingencies inherent in the scope of options con-
nected to the social settings in which the demographic peers took 
the first, uncertain steps that determined the initial choices on their 
formative pathway. Once made, these choices were to further limit 
the scope of available options, thus decreasing the probability of 
further contingencies and gradually converting the results of initial 
choices into determinants of further action. 

The individual paths to the Communist movement and the par-
allel roads of individual and collective becoming—becoming a 
committed Communist and becoming a generation of Polish-
Jewish Communists—will be described later. First, we have to 
analyze the background and the framework in which this genera-
tion (but also their Zionist and Bundist peers) was formed. 

An answer to the question of what were the common, unifying 
elements of the background and framework will not tell us why 
only a segment of the original peer generation became Commu-
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nists, while others, often childhood friends, even brothers and sis-
ters, became Zionists or Bundists, with a separate sense of identity 
and mission. Instead, they outline the scope of options for percep-
tion, identity, and action within which the Communist path was 
also contained. 

In line with these considerations, prior to the analysis of the role 
and significance of cultural heritage, we must outline the general 
panorama of the social predicament of Polish Jewry during the 
interwar period, a predicament that constituted the starting point 
and the social content in response to which a radical potential of 
the peers was formed. 

Polish J e w r y between the Wars 

Ethnic inequality, discrimination, and class conflict within the 
general society, cultural, political, and economic tensions among 
the Jewish population of Poland, the violent tides of moderniza-
tion, ideological turmoil, and generational conflict are perceived 
by the respondents as the most important elements of their social 
reality in the period preceding their Communist involvement. Rec-
ollections of deep and increasing poverty and of class inequality 
are typical for those coming from the poor homes of workers and 
the petty bourgeoisie. Characteristic for them and for those com-
ing from better-off families is a sense of being different from one's 
parents, as well as of humiliation and limited future prospects be-
cause of ethnic prejudice and discrimination. A similar perception 
of the social situation is attributed to most of their peers. 

How do these individual perceptions correspond to the general 
picture of the Jewish situation in interwar Poland?3 What were the 
main features that affected the social situation of all or most Jews 
of this age group? 

After the First World War, Poland was reconstituted as an inde-
pendent state. This reborn Poland, whose borders were not per-
manently settled until 1 9 2 3 , consisted of lands that previously 
belonged to the partitioning powers: the Poznan region, Pomorze 
(Pomerania), and Gorny Slask (Upper Silesia) had belonged to 
Germany, Galicia and part of Austrian Silesia had belonged to the 
Habsburg empire, and the central regions of Kongresowka (Con-



The Framework 

gress Poland) as well as the eastern regions of Kresy (Borderlands) 
had belonged to Russia. The new state was highly affected by the 
one hundred fifty-year heritage of partition. While the territories 
of Congress Poland and Upper Silesia were centers of highly 
developed industry and the Pomeranian and Poznan regions of 
efficient agriculture, Galicia and Kresy were among the poor-
est and most economically backward regions of Europe. The his-
tory of the different partition territories also produced different 
political traditions: in the former Russian territories there existed 
a tradition of romantic nationalism and a glaring patriotism, while 
in the former Austrian and German lands a tradition of pragmatic 
compromise and accommodation was strong. These traditions and 
the various styles and tempers they entailed were to influence not 
only general Polish politics but also Jewish politics and political 
culture. 

Galicia, Congress Poland, and the Kresy were three main cen-
ters of Polish Jewry. As there were large differences between the 
different territories, so there were between the Jews who lived in 
each. The Jews of Galicia were primarily proletarian and lower 
middle class, living in communities of a classic Eastern European 
shtetl style. Galicia was a center of both Jewish Orthodoxy and its 
main opponent, the Haskalah (Enlightenment) movement, which 
worked for modernization and acculturation and which produced 
both a strong Zionist movement and a weaker but discernible as-
similationist one. The Polish language, as an agent of accultura-
tion, was making rapid progress among the still predominantly 
Yiddish-speaking population there. 

Over half of Polish Jewry lived in the territories of what was 
formerly Congress Poland. In this region there existed a class of 
wealthy industrial and commercial leaders who led a quite success-
ful assimilationist movement. The traditional Orthodox commu-
nity was, however, much larger. Together, assimilationists and 
Orthodox Jews formed the two poles of the continuum between 
assimilation and acculturation, on one hand, and traditional cultur-
al separatism, on the other. A strong component of modern Jewish 
politics was based on Litvaks, Jews who had migrated to the terri-
tory from Lithuania and Byelorussia. 

The Kresy region was as economically and industrially retarded 
as Galicia. As in Galicia, in Kresy Jews often lived in small towns 
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and were predominantly conspicuous in petty trade. Orthodoxy 
was strong, but so were the forces of modernization, which ex-
pressed themselves in the strong Zionist movement and the Bund. 

Poland was a multiethnic society and its national minorities— 
Ukrainians, Jews, Byelorussians, and Germans—constituted ap-
proximately 3 5 percent of its population.4 According to the cen-
sus of 1 9 3 1 , there were 3 , 1 13 ,993 Jews in Poland. Unlike other 
national minorities who were concentrated in certain territories, 
Jews lived all over the country. After the Ukrainians ( 16%), Jews 
constituted approximately 10 percent of the population, thus 
being the second largest minority in Poland. Constituting one-
seventh of all Jews in the world,5 they were, after the United States, 
the world's second largest Jewish community. 

In a predominantly rural Poland, Jews constituted an extremely 
urban group, forming 27 percent of the inhabitants of Polish 
towns and cities and only 3 percent of its rural population. While 
only 27 percent of ethnic Poles, 7 percent of Ukrainians, and 3 
percent of Byelorussians lived in cities, the proportion of urban 
Jews was 76 percent. One-fourth of Polish Jews lived in Poland's 
five largest cities, constituting between one-fourth and one-third of 
their inhabitants. 

The occupational structure of Polish Jewry followed the res-
idential one: 58.8 percent of Polish but only 4.3 percent of Jewish 
breadwinners worked in agriculture. Instead, Jews were primarily 
active in light industry, handicrafts, the professions, and com-
merce. As much as 36.6 percent of Jewish breadwinners were ac-
tive in commercial occupations. While only 3.4 percent of ethnic 
Poles were found there, Jews formed approximately 60 percent of 
this occupational category. However, most Jews worked in petty 
trade: 78.6 percent were self-employed and did not employ any 
labor, working alone or with the help of their families in their 
small shops or market stalls. 

The occupational structure of Polish Jewry was undergoing sig-
nificant changes. Jews, who constituted only 9.1 percent of all 
those employed in crafts and industry in 1 9 2 1 , formed between 
19 and 20 percent of this category in 1 9 3 1 , at which point more 
Jewish breadwinners were already active in industry (42.2 per-
cent) than in commerce (36.6 percent). In 1 9 3 1 , Jewish workers 
constituted 10 . 1 percent of all workers employed outside of 
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agriculture.6 Contemporary observers quarreled over whether 
this process signified a proletarization or a pauperization of the 
Jewish masses; most probably it signified both. In any case, Jews 
were quite absent from the ranks of the classical working class 
gathered in large industrial plants: over 80 percent of those active 
in industry worked in small shops, and 44.4 percent were self-
employed craftsmen who did not employ any other labor. Jewish 
workers were found in the small workshops of light industry and 
crafts, almost half in the garment industry. Tailoring, shoemaking, 
carpentry, and baking were typical Jewish trades. 

Jewish professionals and intelligentsia carried a considerable 
weight in Polish society. Jews accounted for 5 6 percent of all doc-
tors in private practice, 33.5 percent of those active in legal profes-
sions, and 22 percent of journalists, publishers, and librarians. All 
in all, Jews constituted 21 .5 percent of all Polish professionals. 

On the whole, however, Polish Jewry was dominated by the 
lower middle class and proletariat. It is estimated that, including 
dependents, the Jewish bourgeoisie numbered approximately 
100,000, the petty bourgeoisie 2,000,000, the working class 
700,000 and professionals and intelligentsia 300,000.7 Con-
sidering these numbers, one should be aware of the fact that the 
differences and borderlines between the proletariat and the petty 
bourgeoisie were increasingly unclear and vague. Had opportuni-
ties for increased industrial employment existed for Jews, the Jew-
ish population would have been proletarized at a significantly 
higher rate.8 

The majority of Polish Jewry was poor, and this situation radi-
cally worsened during the years of general economic crisis. In 
1 9 3 1 , 29.2 percent of Jewish breadwinners were unemployed, as 
compared to 2 1 . 1 percent of non-Jews.9 According to the Polish 
Ministry of the Interior, in 1 9 3 1 , there were 223,000 unemployed 
Jewish workers. In 1933 , this number rose to 325,000. More than 
50 percent of the Jewish workers were chronically unemployed. 
Among those employed, many worked only three days a week or 
even less, and, on the average, Jewish workers were employed be-
tween 16 and 22 weeks per year. 10 Moreover, the overwhelming 
majority of Jewish workers were active in industries with the 
lowest salaries, 1 1 and most were cut off from unemployment ben-
efits. (These latter applied only to those working in shops that 
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had over five employees; four-fifths of Jewish workers were em-
ployed in smaller shops.) At the same time, bankruptcy among the 
self-employed became a common phenomenon, and in 1930, 35 
percent of all Jewish enterprises were closed down. 1 2 Thirty-three 
percent of Jewish families in the 200,000 strong Jewish commu-
nity in Lodz (the second largest Polish-Jewish community) were 
able to pay only a minimal community tax levy in 1929, and over 
half were totally exempted. Approximately 50 percent of the Jew-
ish population lived in what were then considered poverty condi-
tions, and in the smaller cities, over 90 percent of Jewish families 
had to rely on social welfare. 1 3 Thus, the bulk of the Jewish 
population lived in deep and increasing privation. 

In the constitution of March 1 7 , 1 9 2 1 , all Polish citizens were 
granted equal political and civil rights, which were further 
confirmed in the constitution of April 23, 1935 . Moreover, the 
Minority Treaty signed by Poland with the Principal Allied and 
Associated Powers on June 28, 1 9 1 9 , stipulated that Jews, as all 
other minority groups, were to enjoy political and social equality 
as well as the right to maintain their cultural and religious institu-
tions and inner life. Thus, Jews enjoyed formal equal civil rights. 
In fact, however, they were frequently subjected to discrimination 
that caused several Jewish leaders to describe the situation as "the 
cold pogrom." 

Even if the occupational and economic situation of Polish Jewry 
was largely dependent on the general conditions of the economic 
crisis, these problems were seriously aggravated by discriminatory 
practices on the labor market and an anti-Jewish economic policy. 
Against the "normalization" of the occupational structure of the 
Jewish population worked the fact that Jews were, as a rule, not 
employed in the large state-controlled sectors of the economy or in 
non-Jewish firms. Jewish industrialists were few. Those who did 
exist often refused to hire Jewish labor, fearing the reaction of 
their non-Jewish workers or arguing that they could not allow 
Jews to work on the Sabbath, at the same time probably preferring 
Polish workers, who were considered less radical. 

The labor and economic policy of the state was clearly discrim-
inatory. Jews were not employed in public transportation, the 
school system, public administration, or the civil service. In the 
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Austrian partition territories prior to creation of the Polish state, 
1 2 , 3 1 2 Jews were employed as state and municipal officials and 
over 6,000 in postal, telephone, and telegraph offices. In indepen-
dent Poland, most were pensioned off. Jewish physicians and 
lawyers were not employed in state institutions. Among Poland's 
77 , 1 50 elementary and high school teachers, only 2.5 percent were 
Jews. The total effect was that Jews constituted only 1.8 percent of 
all those employed in public service, which left unemployment or 
moving to a free profession as the only alternatives open to the 
Jewish intelligentsia. 

The nationalization and state monopoly over tobacco, salt, 
match, and alcohol production hit those branches in which Jews 
were traditionally conspicuous. As a rule, Jews were not employed 
in nationalized industry, and those previously employed there 
were forced out; in this way, 32,000 Jewish workers and shop-
keepers lost their jobs. The Sunday Rest Law was also in-
strumental in this context, as those who did not report to work on 
Saturdays lost their jobs. The same law worked against Jewish mer-
chants, who, if not willing to violate the rest commandments of 
Sabbath, were forced to close their shops for two days a week. In 
addition, as small Jewish enterprises had to constantly struggle 
with a lack of capital, the government's requirements for mod-
ernization of such enterprises forced many shopkeepers out of 
business. The obligatory system of licensing imposed on the pre-
viously free crafts forced out of business many hitherto active 
Jewish craftsmen. In putting the main tax burden on small and 
medium-sized enterprises in which the Jews were predominantly 
conspicuous, the taxation system resulted in a situation in which 
Jews, who constituted approximately 1 0 percent of the popula-
tion, paid betweeen 35 and 40 percent of all direct taxes. This 
discriminatory labor market and economic policy 14 received sym-
bolic expression when the violence and an economic boycott pro-
claimed by the extreme right against Jewish shops was commented 
on by the Polish prime minister, Slawoj-Skladkowski, on May 1 5 , 
1936: "Beating Jews—no. Boycotting them—yes, please." 

Anti-Jewish violence, which during the first, chaotic years of 
Polish independence and the Soviet-Polish war took on dramatic 
proportions,15 declined in the years of Marshal Pilsudski's reign. It 
erupted again, however, during the 1930s, especially in the last 



28 Points of Departure 

four years before the outbreak of the Second World War. This 
violence was coupled with intense nationalistic propaganda and 
anti-Jewish economic action. The roots of this intensification are 
to be found in the great depression that hit Poland in 1929 and 
fueled competition between the Jewish and the rising Polish mid-
dle class and, at a later stage, in the Nazi takeover in Germany, 
which greatly impressed the Polish extreme right. As for violence, 
suffice it to say that according to official Polish sources, in 1936, 
21 pogroms and 348 individual acts of violence took place in the 
Bialystok region alone; according to Jewish sources, seventy-nine 
Jews were killed and approximately five hundred were wounded 
from October to April that year.16 The National Democratic 
opposition party and the various semi-Fascist groups17 connected 
to or splintered from it succeeded in gaining a large segment 
of the rzady dusz (government of the souls) and in moving a 
significant section of the population in an anti-Jewish direction. 
Their violent anti-Semitic propaganda was especially intensified 
after Pilsudski's death in 193 5. With the return of the slogan of the 
Zydokomuna (Jewish-Communist conspiracy) and introduction 
of the new one, the Folksfront (an anti-Semitic use of the Yiddish 
term for "Popular Front" which was proposed by the Communists 
to the Polish Socialist party and the Bund), they attempted to cre-
ate an atmosphere of an impending Jewish threat to the existence 
of the Polish state. Under such influence, an aggressive nationalism 
and anti-Semitism blossomed at the universities, where agitation 
for a numerus clausus (a special quota for Jewish students) later 
grew into demands for a numerus nullus. In several university 
faculties, ghetto benches were forcibly introduced into the class-
rooms. Extremist nationalist organizations like the ONR Falanga 
and the OWP perpetuated violence against Jewish students and 
organized the picketing and boycott of Jewish enterprises. 

Two main political traditions confronted each other throughout 
the interwar years in Poland. One of these was the tradition of the 
ethnically and religiously homogeneous Polska Piastow (Piasts' 
Poland; the Piasts were the first Polish royal dynasty), and the 
other was the tradition of the multiethnic Polska Jagiellonow 
(Jagiellons' Poland; the Jagiellons were a royal dynasty that gov-
erned a multinational Poland between 1385 and 1572). The 
Jagiellonian concept was best represented by Jozef Pilsudski and 
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his policies; the Piast concept was conceived by the leader of the 
National Democrats, Roman Dmowski, and supported by the Pol-
ish right and center. Tolerant toward national minorities as it was, 
the idea of Poland as a state comprised of nations rather than as a 
nation-state was not carried through in the field of practical poli-
tics even during the increasingly authoritarian reign of Marshal 
Pilsudski. After his death, however, the so-called Colonels' regime 
practically adopted the National Democrats' anti-Jewish pro-
gram. 18 According to this program, Jews, unlike other minority 
groups, could not be assimilated and were to be forced into 
mass emigration. Thus, supported in this program 19 by the politi-
cal parties of the center and right, after 1935 , the government con-
templated and pursued various plans and international agreements 
for the mass emigration of Polish Jews.20 Only the left consistently 
opposed the growing anti-Semitism. 

As the powerful Catholic church traditionally had strong in-
fluence on the attitudes of the Polish population, its views on Pol-
ish Jews were of significance. The church's position concerning the 
"Jewish problem" was ambiguous. On one hand, the church fre-
quently rejected racism and anti-Jewish violence; on the other 
hand, several leading members of its hierarchy made repeated anti-
Jewish statements. Thus, when asked by a delegation of rabbis to 
condemn the anti-Jewish riots in 1934, Cardinal Kakowski did so 
but stated also that Jews led "godless movements" in Poland and 
that they should lend their money to the Polish state rather than 
support Communist propaganda. When the church was asked to 
condemn the pogrom in Przytyk in March 1936, the Catholic 
Press Agency issued a statement to that effect, adding, however, 
that Jews, being "extremely radical," were themselves partly to 
blame and called for cultural separation and an economic boycott 
against them. In the same month, the new head of the Polish 
church, Cardinal Hlond, issued a pastoral letter condemning anti-
Jewish violence but calling for cultural separation and economic 
boycott. He accused Jews of having a negative moral influence on 
Catholic youth and of profiting from usury, pornography, and 
white-slave traffic. (However, he added, "not all Jews are like 
t h a t . . . . In the Jewish world we know also of ethically exceptional 
people, noble and respectable.")21 This was the moderate part of 
the church. In its ranks there were also extremists who called for 
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more radical programs against Jews.22 In connection with these 
extremists, a Polish diplomat, Stanislaw Janikowski, wrote in a 
note to the Vatican about the "zoological anti-Semitism of the 
Polish clergy."23 

Whatever the influence of contemporary economic and political 
events, anti-Semitism had deep roots in a historically constructed 
popular social definition of the Jew. This definition, a result of the 
Jews' historical caste situation, was rooted in Polish customs and 
perceptions.24 Its essence was that Jews were inferior outsiders. 
They were expected to behave according to their ascribed status, 
and a refusal to conform to it was perceived as a violation. From 
these roots arose popular stereotypes that held Jews as alien, hos-
tile, inferior, or dangerously cunning, murderers of Christ, agents 
of the Soviet Union, or as members in a worldwide Jewish con-
spiracy. To be a Jew was to carry a discrediting stigma. Hanba 
pochodzettia (disgrace of origin) would follow a person born of 
Jewish parents, however assimilated, successful, or well educated 
he or she was.25 

When evaluating this period, it is of basic importance to remem-
ber that the Polish left, as well as the liberal and democratic seg-
ments of the Polish intelligentsia, consistently and energetically 
opposed anti-Semitism. They represented a distinct minority, how-
ever. In addition, their opposition to anti-Semitism was not founded 
on an approval of a separate Jewish cultural identity but rather 
on the possibility and desirability of full Jewish assimilation. 

During the interwar period, Polish Jewry was the world center 
of modern Jewish politics. The vibrant Jewish political life in Po-
land had its ideological roots in the Jewish world of the Russian 
Empire.26 One of the most important issues that divided Jewish 
political parties,27 both in Czarist Russia and in Poland, was the 
fundamental question of where the problems of the Jews could 
and should be solved: here, that is, in Russia, or, after the rebirth 
of the Polish state, in Poland, or there, that is, in Palestine. In 
Poland, the principle of doikeyt (hereness) was championed by the 
Bund, while the Zionists cherished the idea of Jewish rebirth in 
Eretz Israel (the Land of Israel). Orthodox Jewry also pleaded the 
principle of hereness, opposed Zionism as heretic, and believed 
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that a return to Israel could only occur through divine interven-
tion. However, frustrated by an apparent lack of success in de-
fending Jewish interests against the rising tide of anti-Semitism, 
the Orthodox camp moved slowly closer toward the end of the 
period to the Palestinian solution. 

Another borderline in Jewish politics lay between the religious 
and the secular. While the Orthodox forces represented the for-
mer, rejecting secular nationalism whether it was to produce a 
national autonomy here or there and demanding religious auton-
omy alone, the Zionists and the Bund represented different shades 
of secular nationalism. In between were religious Zionists w h o 
attempted to create a synthesis of traditional Judaism and secular 
Jewish politics. 

Social ideologies and the question of language and culture— 
from the extreme left to the extreme right, from Hebraism and 
Yiddishism to postulates of cultural assimilation—created other 
lines of division. Thus, both the Bund and the Poaley Zion (PZ) 
were Marxist and class oriented, but the Bund supported the prin-
ciple of hereness, the use of Yiddish, and cultural autonomy, while 
the P Z was strongly Zionist. Among the center parties were the 
secular, Hebrew-oriented General Zionists, the religious, Hebrew-
oriented Mizrachi, and the Diaspora- and Yiddish-oriented, anti-
Zionist, and anti-Socialist Folkists (Folkspartey, or People's party; 
its influence declined, however, after the early 1920s) . The main 
party of the Orthodox-religious camp, the Agudath Israel (the 
League of Israel), was strongly anti-Zionist and conservative, 
defending traditional Judaism against secularization and mod-
ernization. On the right wing of the Zionist movement were the 
Revisionists, who originated as a splinter group of the General 
Zionists. A growing number of young, radical J e w s joined the 
Communist movement with its promise of universal salvation. 
Thus, the world of Jewish politics represented an entire spectrum 
of responses to the question of Jewish identity—secular, religious, 
national—and, above all, to the basic question of how the predica-
ment of Polish Jewry should be solved. 

Three major Jewish answers and one universal answer, or 
strategies of emancipation, were proposed: the Bundist, the Zion-
ist, the Orthodox, and the Communist. The three former strategies 
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guided practical, political tactics that were explored throughout 
the whole interwar period by the established Jewish political par-
ties in order to defend the interests of the three million Polish Jews. 
Thus, in 1922, part of the General Zionist movement attempted 
to confront the government from a position of parliamentary 
strength by building an alliance with other minority groups (the 
so-called Block of National Minorities); another part of this move-
ment tried in 1925 the strategy of negotiations and appeasement 
with the government (the so-called Ugoda, or agreement). At the 
beginning of the 1930s, it became clear to the Zionist movement 
that both strategies had failed. From then on, the movement 
placed the possibility of emigration to Palestine as the most impor-
tant item on its agenda. However, despite the promise of the Bal-
four Declaration, the gates of Palestine were not opened wide 
enough, and it soon became clear that the Zionist solution to the 
situation of Polish Jewry was for the time unrealistic.28 

The Orthodox-conservative party, Agudath Israel, represented 
in its politics historically constructed, traditional attitudes of per-
sonal intervention and intercession with the non-Jewish powers. 
This attitude, perceived by Zionists and Jewish Socialists alike as 
outdated and humiliating, led to a tactic of accommodation and 
close cooperation with the government in exchange for conces-
sions to Orthodox Jewry, resulting in a policy of unwritten agree-
ment (the block) with the Pilsudski regime. However, even the 
block policy failed to produce significant changes and was aban-
doned in the aftermath of the anti-Jewish wave that followed Pil-
sudski's death. 

Jewish Socialists in the Bund strongly disapproved of both the 
Zionist and the Agudath strategies as bourgeois, reactionary, and 
condemned to fail. Instead, they saw the only solution to the pre-
dicament of Polish Jewry in a Socialist reshaping of Poland, in an 
alliance of Jewish and Polish proletariats, or, on the level of polit-
ical parties, of the Bund and the Polish Socialist party (PPS). 
However, this alliance resulted in only limited practical coopera-
tion and, as even the PPS was in opposition, failed to produce any 
practical improvement for Polish Jews. 

Acting underground almost throughout the entire period, but at 
times able to use the possibilities offered by Poland's parliamen-
tary system, the Communist movement placed its fundamental 
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hopes in a revolutionary change and a following denouement for 
all, including Jews. Quite active on the "Jewish street" and com-
peting there with the Zionists and the Bundists, it had hardly any 
practical influence on the improvement of the current Jewish pre-
dicament. 

Thus, although pursued with great intensity and conviction, all 
these strategies, called by Mendelsohn the "dilemma of power-
lessness,"29 produced only unfulfilled hopes, painful frustra-
tions, and a prolonged state of impotency regarding the practical 
improvement of the situation of Polish Jewry. 

This predicament clearly affected the moral and political atmo-
sphere among the young Jewish generation whose general feeling of 
deep hopelessness was followed by an increasing radicalization 
and political polarization. Challenging the established Zionist 
leadership, the strongly nationalist and anti-Socialist Revisionist 
movement reached a position of unexpected strength, while the 
left wing of the Zionist camp similarly increased its influence 
among both adults and youth at the expense of the center. Outside 
the Zionist camp, the Socialist Bund, most conspicuous in the 
struggle against anti-Semitism, dramatically increased its in-
fluence, despite its radical program, becoming in the second half of 
the 1930s the single strongest Jewish political party. The radical 
ideals of the Communist movement attracted a growing number of 
young Jews. Thus, especially among the young generation, the 
dark social predicament and lack of feasible perspectives produced 
political extremism and execeptionally high political mobilization. 
Challenged by successful competition and the increasing influence 
of political youth organizations and movements,30 the authority of 
parents, tradition, and religion over young men and women de-
creased dramatically. It became the rule, more than the exception, 
that youth belonged to different competing political movements, 
and the gap between children and their parents was deepening into 
an abyss. 

The growing gap between the demographic generations was 
closely connected to the rapid processes of acculturation and secu-
larization that started already at the end of the nineteenth century 
and accelerated during the interwar period. This acculturation en-
compassed dress, language, and identification. To an increasing 
degree, young men cut their earlocks, shaved their beards, aban-
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doned traditional Jewish dress, and spoke Polish. Although 
according to the census of 193 1 , Yiddish was a mother tongue for 
79 percent of Jews, Polish for 12 percent, and Hebrew for 9 per-
cent, the proportion of Jews who used Polish as a mother tongue 
was most probably significantly higher. Most of those who de-
clared Hebrew and many of those who declared Yiddish as their 
mother tongues did so in obedience to the Zionist movement and 
the Jewish press, as a protest against anti-Semitism, and as a form 
of political demonstration. Most Jews were probably bilingual, 
with Polish making increasing gains at the expense of Yiddish. 

As for the young generation, the chief agent of acculturation 
was the compulsory school system. Although there existed an im-
pressive network of Yiddish and Hebrew schools,31 the majority 
of Jewish pupils attended Polish public schools, both because they 
were free and because acculturation was thought to facilitate up-
ward social mobility. Among upper and middle class youth, Polish 
was becoming the dominant language and, as a second language— 
after Yiddish—was making inroads even among those from lower 
strata. Thus, half of Jewish students declared in 1929-30 that they 
spoke Polish at home; in 1939, half of the Jewish high school stu-
dents called Polish their mother tongue. Polonized first names 
became increasingly popular among younger members of the mid-
dle class and the intelligentsia, and there was a clear shift toward 
Polish values and norms of behavior. Had not the Holocaust 
occurred, within one or two generations Hebrew and Yiddish 
schools would most probably have declined, Polish would have 
replaced Yiddish and become the main language for Jewish cultur-
al creativity, distinct Jewish dress would have more or less dis-
appeared, and the Polonization of the bulk of Polish Jewry would 
have been fully comparable to the acculturation of Jews in West-
ern countries.32 

This state of cultural transition resulted in a deepening of the 
internal cultural differentiation. Approximately one-third of the 
Jewish adult population was still Orthodox or traditionalist.33 

These Jews called themselves Yiddishe Yidrt (Jewish Jews) as 
opposed to the non-Orthodox Jews, whom they called Goishe 
Yidrt (Gentile Jews). They were highly visible, with their tradition-
al style of dress and the use of Yiddish as the sole or main language 
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of communication. They lived predominantly in small cities with 
large Jewish populations and had quite limited contact with non-
Jews. Socially, they were found among petty traders and craftsmen 
rather than in the middle class or working class. They voted for 
Agudath Israel, which, thanks to their support, was the main polit-
ical power in Poland's 559 kehilot (Jewish communities). How-
ever, the Orthodox camp was declining and losing its influence 
over the younger generation, whose members to an increasing 
degree defied old ways and withdrew from the traditional com-
munity.34 

The assimilationists, who regarded themselves as Poles, Poles 
"of the Mosaic faith," or Poles "of Jewish descent," and for whom 
assimilation was a conscious program to solve the "Jewish ques-
tion," constituted the opposite pole. It is estimated that they num-
bered approximately 270,000 to 300,000, or 8 to 9 percent of the 
total Jewish population.35 Socially, they could be found among the 
Polish-Jewish upper-middle class and intelligentsia. The young 
assimilationists placed their hopes in the Polish left, although 
some, disappointed by anti-Jewish hostility, found their way back 
into the Jewish world as Zionists or Bundists. As rising anti-
Semitism proved their program of radical assimilation insufficient 
or impossible, their direct ideological influence on the Jewish 
population and on the young generation was limited.36 

The majority of Polish Jews—between 60 and 70 percent—fell 
in between the poles of Orthodoxy and assimilation. Although the 
direct influence of the assimilationist program was limited, within 
this majority segment there was an accelerating process of secu-
larization and acculturation, fully comparable with that of the 
Jews who left Russia and Poland for the Western countries but 
here colored by the extremely inflamed Jewish predicament in Po-
land. Traditional Jewish values and norms of behavior did not 
suffice as compass and guide for young people, and the traditional 
patterns of life were being increasingly rejected. Acculturation 
meant Polonization, most often, however, combined with a Jewish 
self-identification. This was so because anti-Semitism strongly 
limited the possibility of choosing an exclusively Polish self-
identification. The parallel phenomena of Polonization and secular 
Jewish self-identification expressed themselves in the growth of the 
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impressively large Polish-language Jewish press. Polonization 
meant a widening gap between achieved and ascribed identity, a 
further differentiation along the continuum of Polish and Jewish 
identity and culture and—together with secularization—an im-
portant factor in the widening gap between generations. This 
acculturation could take place on different levels: national or reli-
gious identification, cultural consumption, and political activity, 
which, taken together, created a rich complexity of possible ten-
sions, shades, grades, and nuances. 

Thus, Polish Jewry was very much heterogeneous along social, 
economic, political, and cultural dimensions and was undergoing 
a dramatic process of further differentiation. Although there was 
poverty and discrimination, it is important to remember that the 
modern Polish state, with its pluralism and citizen rights, made it 
possible for Polish Jewry to become the world center of Jewish 
politics and culture. In the midst of all difficulty, Jewish political, 
social, and cultural life entered a period of unprecedented creativ-
ity. Many Polonized Jews found their way into Polish culture and 
science, and treasures of Yiddish literature were created by such 
writers and I. L. Peretz, Shalom Ash, Sholem Aleikhem, Joseph 
Opatoshu, David Nomberg, and Itzyk Manger. There were over 
200 Jewish daily papers and periodicals in Yiddish, Hebrew, and 
Polish, and Jewish newspapers had a daily edition of 790,000 
copies.37 There also existed an impressive system of Jewish 
schools, and in the middle of the 1930s, Jewish pupils constituted 
18 percent of the total number in high school.38 Jewish theater and 
film blossomed. And there existed a large network of Jewish polit-
ical parties, trade unions, and organizations for informal educa-
tion, sports, and socializing, covering every possible preference 
and ideology. The old, cautious, or conservative views fought with 
new, radical ideas as the gap between generations grew increasing-
ly larger. The young generation underwent a dramatically intense 
process of modernization. Politicization was extremely intensive, 
and the air was vibrant with violent discussion concerning the 
different competing styles of life and strategies of emancipation. 
Intellectual and ideological debates with different prescriptions as 
to how Poland, the world, and the Jews should solve their prob-
lems were running high. There was a sense of hopelessness but also 
of expectant desire. One could despair, but one could also hope. 
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Heritage and Becoming 

The social predicament of Polish Jewry in general and of the young 
Jewish generation in particular constituted the broad, unifying 
background for processes of individual and collective becoming 
and for a growing radical potential among the young, dis-
appointed, and angry men and women. In this predicament lay 
part of the seeds for alternative identities and actions or, in other 
words, a scope of alternative options for individual and collective 
formation. Among these was the one that was to lead to the 
formation of the generation of Polish-Jewish Communists. 

But, social predicament alone could not have produced young 
Polish-Jewish Communists (and not their Zionist and Bundist 
peers either). By itself, this predicament would not have shaped the 
pattern of similar perceptions, hopes, and fears, a set of similar 
and interrelated moral and social careers. These young people did 
not appear on the arena of history out of a cultural vacuum, free to 
be shaped by their social situation alone. Their identity, perception 
of reality, and style of behavior were rooted in and conditioned by 
the cultural heritage in which they grew up, a heritage passed on 
to them directly or indirectly, often transformed but nevertheless 
present. 

The parental homes of those who were to form the generation 
represented the entire scale of Polish Yiddishkeit of that time. Only 
a few came from homes that were essentially assimilated into 
Polish culture during the formative years of their youth. A large 
majority came from traditional families whose inner life, customs 
and folklore, religious traditions, leisure time, contacts between 
generations, and ways of socializing were, despite variations, 
essentially permeated by traditional Jewish values and norms of 
conduct. As a rule, Polonization was a process that influenced 
them later on. 

As children and youngsters, they all received religious educa-
tion, attended synagogue, and participated in Jewish holiday 
celebrations. They grew up in social settings typical for Polish 
Jewry of the time, and, despite all the differences in their embed-
ment in the traditional Jewish world, their childhood and early 
youth was a time during which the core of Jewish heritage was 
handed down to them. 
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Their socialization took place in the network of their parental 
homes, among grandparents, uncles, aunts, and cousins, in play 
and more formal learning, in their neighborhoods, and among 
their friends. The core of cultural heritage was handed down to 
them through formal religious education and practice, through 
holiday celebrations, tales, and songs, through the stories told by 
parents and grandparents, through listening to discussions among 
their elders. In other words, it was transmitted to them through 
direct, conscious, and intentional forms but also through myriad 
subtle, unintentional, and indirect ways. The result was a deep 
core of their identity, values, norms, and attitudes with which 
they entered the rebellious period of their youth and adulthood. 
This core was to be transformed in the processes of acculturation, 
secularization, and radicalization, sometimes even to the point of 
explicit denial. However, it was through this deep layer that all 
later perceptions were filtered. 

Among the most important elements of this cultural heritage 
was a moralism connected to a yearning for justice, a belief in 
rationality, a respect for learning and study, and a messianic core 
that was to facilitate the transformation of the static, conservative 
ballast of tradition into fuel for radicalism. 

The Messianic Glow 

Secularized elements of Jewish messianism, stimulated by factors 
of the social predicament, undoubtedly played a central role in 
forming a radical potential among these peers. They also provided 
foundations for alternative ethnopolitical identities and courses of 
action, thus being a highly significant factor in the transformation 
of a demographic generation of peers into competitive radical 
political generations. As for the generation of Polish-Jewish Com-
munists, messianic elements were to influence much of its world 
outlook, its political culture, emotional attitudes, and modes of 
thinking.39 

To explore the historical development of the messianic idea and 
its significance in Jewish history40 is beyond the scope of this dis-
cussion. Its sole purpose is to examine some dialectical tensions 
contained in this idea and their potential significance for the 
formation of the generation. 

In the Judaic tradition, the Hebrew word Mashiah means 
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"anointed" (with oil). The term was originally used to depict 
Israeli and foreign kings as well as high priests. Gradually, the 
word became "a title of honor signifying 'chosen,' because the act 
of anointing with oil was the sign of choice or elevation."41 

The term "messianism" has two slightly different meanings. It 
can signify both messianic expectations and the belief in a personal 
redeemer, a Messiah. In a theological context, messianic expecta-
tions are defined as "the prophetic hope for the end of this age, in 
which there will be political freedom, moral perfection, and earth-
ly bliss for the people of Israel in its own land, and also for the 
entire human race" and a belief in the Messiah as "the prophetic 
hope for the end of this age, in which a strong redeemer, by the 
power and his spirit, will bring complete redemption, political and 
spiritual, for the people Israel, and along with this, earthly bliss 
and moral perfection to the entire human race."42 

The essence of the messianic idea is a yearning for redemption, 
both for Jews and for the whole of mankind. Jewish messianism is 
this-worldly and emancipatory. Redemption is understood as 
peace, justice, harmony, and perfection, for both the individual 
and society. The golden age is thus not in the past but in the future. 
The state of redemption is the ultimate goal of humanity, a historic 
breakthrough to come. 

The "this-worldliness" of Jewish messianism is of basic impor-
tance and must be clearly understood. Messianic redemption, the 
ultimate goal of history, is to take place on this earth and not in 
some heavenly world beyond. In this lies the basic difference be-
tween Jewish messianism and Christian variants. While Christian 
messianism regards redemption as "an event in the spiritual and 
unseen realm, an event which is reflected in the soul, in the pri-
vate world of each individual, and which affects an inner trans-
formation which need not correspond to anything outside," 
Jewish messianism is this-wordly and maintains "a concept of 
redemption as an event which takes place publicly, on the stage of 
history and within the community."43 Thus, even if the mystical-
kabbalistic undercurrent in Judaism regarded messianic redemp-
tion as a process on an even larger, cosmic scale,44 the Jewish 
tradition as such regards messianic redemption as a forecast of a 
this-wordly, emancipatory, historic breakthrough to take place 
first and foremost within human society. 

After the initial period of crystallization, messianism became 
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one of the most central ideas in Jewish civilization. Several times it 
has exploded in the form of powerful social movements,45 among 
which the movement of Sabbatai Sevi in the middle of the seven-
teenth century was the most potent. The Sabbataian movement 
shook the Jewish world of the time and, despite its failure, created 
an ideological fermentation that might have stimulated the mod-
ernization of Jewish social and political thought two hundred 
years later. 

Although originating in preexile notions, the messianic ideas 
has been closely connected to the changing fortunes of the Jewish 
exile. Being exiled and exposed to the dangers of persecution has 
constituted the primary characteristic of the Jewish historical ex-
perience. An exile as such can be seen as a state or as a process. In 
the perception of the exiled, exile as a state is rooted in their 
immediate social situation: its time dimension is the present. Seen 
as a process, exile has a past, present, and future dimension. The 
past and the future dimensions of exile furnish the exiled with the 
possibility of giving the present situation a meaningful interpreta-
tion. Accordingly, the question of the meaning of exile, as per-
ceived by the exiled, can be seen on two levels. On one level, there 
is the question of why and how the situation of being exiled has 
arisen. On the second level, there is the question of when and how 
the exile will end. Exile as a social situation can thus be interpreted 
and perceived according to the answers given to these questions. 
Its end, in one way or another, is its ultimate goal. Thus, the social 
function of the messianic idea in Jewish exile was to provide a 
meaningful interpretation of the present social predicament and 
place it in a global perspective that connects past, present, and 
future. 

The Jewish messianic idea has always been multidimensional. 
The dynamic tension between its different dimensions has been a 
source of inner dialectic, which has paved the way for its con-
tinuous renewal and applicability to changing social and political 
circumstances. One of the most important tensions contained in 
Jewish messianism is that between its nationalist and universalist 
dimensions. The nationalist dimension, which contains the idea of 
the restoration of Jewish statehood and the gathering of exiled 
Jews in Eretz Israel is obvious. The universalist dimension con-
tains the promise of a future state of peace, harmony, and justice 
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for the whole of mankind. In modern times, completing and com-
peting with each other, the nationalist and the universalist dimen-
sions of the messianic tradition and the tensions between them 
have been of vital importance as options and limitations for both 
secular and religious Jewish ideologies and identities. 

Another tension contained within the messianic tradition is that 
between its restorative and Utopian dimensions. The restorative 
dimension has been directed toward the re-creation of the past 
conditions, now longed for and cherished in the historical memory 
of the Jews. But parallel with this past-oriented tendency, there 
exists another, utopian-oriented longing for a future that has not 
yet existed. These two dimensions, although contradictory, have 
been historically intertwined and have often influenced each other. 
Visions of the future could contain elements of the cherished past, 
much in the same way as when the basically restorative aspirations 
embraced some Utopian elements. 

There are two different traditions, or two different forms, 
in which messianic ideals have been transmitted throughout 
Jewish history: the popular-mythological and the philosophical-
rationalist. There has always been a reciprocity between the two. 
What the "common m a n " thought undoubtedly influenced Jewish 
ideologists and ideologies, if only in the form of the questions that 
the social situation of the common man posed. In contrast the 
doctrines of ideologists, for instance, the renewed and reinter-
preted messianism of the kabbalists, became in a somewhat sim-
plified form part of the world of popular belief and hopes and 
sometimes—as in the case of messianic movements—a social 
force of utmost strength. In such a mutually reinforcing rela-
tionship between these two traditions lies part of the explanation 
of the historical vitality of the messianic idea. Expressed in folk-
lore, songs, tales, and legends, the popular-mythological tradition 
has created a psychological readiness on the part of the common 
man to follow the changing line of Jewish messianism in all its 
transmissions and adaptations to the changing conditions of social 
and political life. This popular messianism was to a particularly 
high degree characterized by catastrophic, apocalyptic thinking, 
particularly in times of misery and persecution. As the process of 
transition was seen as characterized by war, revolution, and catas-
trophe through the course of which redemption, a revolution in 
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history, was to occur, messianic expectations led to viewing great 
historical and political transformations as connected to the pro-
cess of redemption. In religious messianic terms, this anticipation 
is called the "birth pangs of the Messiah." 

The question of how men should behave during such periods, or 
the activist-passive dimension within the messianic tradition, has 
been the source of controversy and conflict. If renewal is seen as 
the ultimate goal of human history, then there is a basic question 
of whether realization of this goal can and should be speeded up 
by human action. In messianic terms, this dilemma is expressed in 
questioning whether one may "press for the End." In times of in-
creased messianic expectations, there has always existed a revolu-
tionary attitude of messianic activism, which connected messianic 
hopes to human action and was based on the conviction that 
humanity can decisively influence its own future. However, those 
who wanted to take a shortcut to the messianic era and "press for 
the End" were traditionally condemned by the Jewish leadership, 
both rabbinical and lay, which feared the destabilizing, rebellious 
forces that a messianic spark could release.46 Nevertheless, mes-
sianic activism, called by its opponents a "wrong messianism" or 
"mad messianism,"47 was never entirely wiped out. As a nearly 
permanent latent factor, it has repeatedly manifested itself in Jew-
ish history in the form of different messianic movements. 

All these elements in the Jewish messianic tradition—the ten-
sions between its different dimensions, its this-worldly longing for 
justice and its essentially social character, its rootedness in popular 
longings, fantasies, and folklore, its never quite erased tradition of 
activism, its emancipatory quality, its ability, in fact, need, to con-
nect such dramatic historical events as wars and revolutions to the 
ultimate goal of history, the deeply infused popular perception of 
the certainty of the process—constitute the deepest layer and 
foundation on which modern forms of messianically inspired Jew-
ish secular ideologies, identities, and movements could grow. 
Through providing a spectrum of options between which political 
expressions of messianic longings could oscillate, messianism was 
a powerful factor present, in one form or another, in all major 
expressions of modern Jewish political and ideological life.48 

Permeated by messianic longings, political ideologies formed 
alternative paths with which young people could identify. The 
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Zionists, the Bundists, and the Jewish Communists shared the 
same messianic activism and emancipatory ideal, the token of all 
modern Jewish secular politics. United in their rejection of the pres-
ent, they were divided by their visions of emancipation, all con-
tained within the spectrum delineated by the different dimensions 
of the secularized messianic tradition. These visions conditioned 
the formation of the peers' ethnopolitical identities. On the collec-
tive level, they functioned as polarizing watersheds, thus being a 
focal point in the formation of alternative radical generations. 

T o point out the central significance of messianic traditions in 
modern Jewish ideology, identity, and politics does not mean that 
this tradition is an exclusively Jewish possession. In secularized 
form, elements of the messianic idea permeated the European En-
lightenment and the French and Industrial revolutions. Under the 
influence of religious and political liberalism, urbanization, and 
industrialization, and united with elements of Utopian thought, 
messianic millennialism was transformed into the modern idea of 
progress.49 However, if the messianic idea was of such great signif-
icance within the general society, it was immensely more so in the 
community that created and carried it throughout the ages. The 
messianic tradition permeated Jewish civilization to such a degree 
that it became one of its very central, even when latent, features 
and a backbone of its popular culture. It resisted the impact of 
secularization and acculturation, the challenge of modernity, by 
transforming itself into radical political options, in which activist 
forces were immensely strengthened. 

An identity formed in such conditions created a special mode of 
perception and thinking, a mode that need not necessarily differ 
from similar modes in non-Jewish environments in content but 
rather in frequency, intensity, cohesion, and visibility.50 In the 
context of the social predicament and the political options avail-
able for young, secular Jews in interwar Poland, the messianic 
legacy meant a special receptivity to the appeal of radical ideas for 
emancipation. Among these was the Communist path. 

T h e Legacy of the Shtetl 

Secularized messianism was not the sole feature of the cultural 
heritage that sustained the radical potential of peers. Rejecting the 
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present social predicament and engaging in the struggle for the 
future, the radical peers were armed with the legacy of the past, in 
the form of historically shaped values, attitudes, abilities, and 
tastes. Although transformed and employed in the battle to alter 
the relations and institutions that had given it life, this legacy deep-
ly influenced the mode of thinking, acting, and being of the young 
rebels. Forming a central layer through which modernity and its 
political ideologies were filtered, the cultural legacy inherited by 
the young radicals was shaped by several hundred years of Jewish 
life in Eastern Europe. It was sustained and reinforced through 
religion, language, and the social position of the Jews in the larger 
society. 

Whether they lived in the classical Jewish small towns, big cities, 
or villages, the world of the shtetl,51 on the edge of modernity, 
once encompassed Jews throughout Eastern Europe. It formed a 
social, religious, cultural, and linguistic polysystem in which class 
antagonisms were subordinated to a common core of values, 
norms, and attitudes, a common pattern of conduct and a sense of 
shared present and ultimate fate. Living on the periphery of so-
cial and political European development, the inhabitants of this 
world were not active forces in great historical movements 
(although they often were their passive victims). Having an intense 
sense of an intimate relation with God and his active presence in 
human history, they perceived ancient events and the anticipated 
fulfillment of history as the real, solid foundations on which their 
own present was rooted. Patient anticipation of future fulfillment 
constituted the ultimate meaning of their present situation. 

This was a source of great inner strength and confidence but 
also of passive acceptance. A fascination with eternity and with 
the final outcome of history diminished the importance of the pres-
ent. Latent, however, were the anarchistic sparks of activist mes-
sianism that were to erupt as a flaring, secular force for change 
when the structure in which they lay buried weakened. 

Timeless and unchangeable as it might seem to its inhabitants, 
this world was not spared internal conflicts and the agony of 
change. After the messianic flames of Sabbataianism had died 
down in the seventeenth century, the world of the shtetl was 
shaken by the violent conflict between the traditional Orthodoxy 
and the popular, revivalist Hassidic movement. In the nineteenth 
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century came the Haskalah (Enlightenment) movement that 
brought modernity to part of the Jewish population. Some decades 
later, the Haskalah was succeeded by its offspring in the form of 
cultural and political movements striving for modernization and 
emancipation. 

The classical world of the shtetl was a stable system in which 
values, norms, and attitudes were transmitted between the genera-
tions. However, as this world approached the modern age, its sta-
bility began to erode and some of its characteristics to decay. 
Wealth, formally still held in less esteem than learning, began to 
take a leading position; analytic investigations began to change 
into a dried-out scholastics; the formalization of everyday life that 
once was its compass started to become its straitjacket; magic and 
superstition dimmed the rational outlook on the world. Once its 
source of strength, the fixed structure of the traditional Jewish 
community could not stand up to the challenge of new ideas, ques-
tions, and problems brought to the fore by the general movements 
of history. The traditional, holistic pattern of behavior and the 
system of values and norms on which it rested began to deteriorate 
when confronted with the demands of modernity. The pauperiza-
tion of the traditional community and the forces of industraliza-
tion resulted in a growing migration of youth to the large cities, 
the creation of a modern Jewish proletariat, and the development 
of an active secular cultural life. In the cities, a growing segment of 
Jewish society abandoned the safety of traditional life for the un-
certainties and temptations of modernity. The ways of the old 
world and the system of beliefs on which they were founded were 
increasingly rejected as too narrow, too submissive, and out of 
date. Modernity was chosen instead of the life of the past; eman-
cipation and self-assertion among men or nations now instead of 
waiting for the ultimate fulfillment; impatience, courage, and 
sense of honor instead of accommodation, submission, or pleading 
when confronted with hostility and injustice. These new ways and 
ideals were embraced by the young radicals who, rejecting the 
ways of the past, placed their secular hopes and dreams of national 
revival or global emancipation, of Yiddishism or Hebraism, of 
socialism, Zionism, territorialism, or cultural autonomy in the 
new radical cultural and political movements. 

Despite their rejection of the old world, however, they were still 
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its product. The core of values, attitudes, inclinations, and abilities 
that they brought with them into radical movements and em-
ployed in their diverse projects to mold the future were formed by 
their past. However loudly and demonstratively they denounced 
their connections with the old ways, pursuing new goals they ex-
pressed a semireligious zeal of the same kind and intensity as the 
one that once inspirited the world they rejected. Their taste and 
ability for abstract, analytical thinking and a holistic perspective; 
their respect for learning and study as means for acquiring an 
understanding of the laws and directions behind seemingly chaotic 
events; their intellectualism and belief in the power of words and 
arguments had all been developed by their forefathers in the 
course of studying the Scriptures, in discussions, debates, analyses, 
and interpretations of religious problems. Their intense sense o f 
duty toward ideology and movements, and, ultimately, toward the 
cause of emancipating their nation or the whole human race, was a 
modern version of a historically developed sense of social and reli-
gious obligations. Their unusually high degree of ideological and 
political involvement, their conviction of the supremacy of ideolo-
gies over all spheres of their private lives, their self-denying sub-
ordination to political causes were all shadows of the past, modern 
versions of religious intensity and halakic discipline. Their yearn-
ing for international solidarity and national or universal justice 
was an echo of the prophetic and messianic traditions as treasured 
and preserved in the world of the shtetl. Finally, their sense of a 
meaningful history and its teleological course was the very core of 
the legacy of their past. 

Their heritage was strongly transformed when compared to 
their fathers' world, sometimes reduced to a skeleton of a mode of 
thought, learning, and emotion. However weakened, it still re-
mained, forming their self-perception, world outlook, and style o f 
being and acting. 

How was this possible? What was the mechanism that allowed 
them, the radical rebels against the past, to be the carriers of its 
core intellectual-emotional heritage? 

The mechanism of transmission of the reformed core of their 
culture appears to lie in the reduction of certain factors and, with-
in a vacuum thus created, of a parallel expansion of others, 
adapted to changed social conditions. Applying Scholem's mode 
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of analyzing the forces creating the core of traditional Judaism,S2 it 
appears that the balance in Jewish identity was created by the con-
servative, passively reproductive forces of Halakah, on one hand, 
and the rebellious, activist forces of messianic longing on the other. 
The social and religious life of the world of the shtetl was highly 
supportive of the halakic forces of noninnovative cultural transmis-
sion, social discipline, and conformity. Under the multiple in-
fluences of industralization, migration, urbanization, and political 
emancipation, the pattern of behavior found in the traditional 
community began increasingly to erode. The result was both a re-
duction of the transmitted and assimilated values and patterns 
of conduct and their transformation in line with the challenges of 
modernity. Now free from the strains of the restrictive forces of 
Halakah and of the social system of the shtetl that supported it, 
messianic activism and a reformed core of inherited values, norms, 
and attitudes filled the vacuum, thereby immensely strengthening 
their relative significance. Stimulated by an unequal social situa-
tion, secularization, and acculturation and by modernization in 
the general society, this transformed heritage was employed in the 
political movements through which these radicals wanted to re-
form the world. 

Thus, certain elements of the cultural heritage more than re-
sisted the impact of secularization, modernization, and accultura-
tion. Exactly because of these processes, in the vacuum created by 
their weakening and reducing influence on traditional Jewish 
identity, the centrality and relative significance of the rebellious, 
activist elements in secularized Jewish identity was immensely 
strengthened. The visions of the future, whether of Utopian, re-
storative, nationalist, or universalist character, became a force that 
inspired radical Jews in their quest for national, universal, or 
national and universal emancipation. In realizing these visions, 
they employed the legacy of a past they had rejected. 

The Appeal of Marxism 

A transformed core of Jewish cultural heritage was thus highly 
supportive of the involvement of youth in radical ideologies and 
movements. Among these was the Communist path. 

Would it not be adventurous to say, however, that the values 
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inherited from traditional Jewish culture were compatible with the 
Communist vision? Is it not so that Orthodoxy regarded being a 
Jew and a Communist as incompatible, viewed becoming Com-
munist as a near act of apostasy? Moreover, is it not so that Jewish 
tradition, regarded in an integral, nonselective way, is principally 
opposed to several Communist postulates? Seen in a holistic per-
spective, Judaism presumes the persistence of particular character-
istics of human groups (in fact, it sees such as the very basis of the 
unity of humanity), calls for caution in social reform, and stresses 
the importance of family and tradition and an absolute, not rela-
tive, notion of justice. Likewise, Judaism is suspicious of Utopias, 
dramatic global changes, and unmotivated concentration of 
power.33 Even if a harmonious humanity is its stated ideal, Juda-
ism does not presuppose its fulfillment. It views the well-being of 
men and society within the framework of the Covenant and its 
commandments.54 How, then, could the ideals of communism 
attract a considerable Jewish following? 

Empirical facts contradict the hypothesis that the Jews who 
joined the Communist movement only did so after having totally 
rejected their ethnic roots; or, that the essence of the phenomenon 
of Jewish Communists was their self-hatred, total denial of cultur-
al heritage, and a special form of assimilation. Hypotheses of this 
kind cannot account for the fact that the Jewish followers of com-
munism were not only those who regarded themselves as wholly 
assimilated but even those who carried an affirmative Jewish 
identity, who cherished Jewish culture, and who dreamed of a 
society in which Jews would be equal as Jews. (Moreover, despite 
all the differences between them, not only the Communists but 
also the Bundists and a large number of the Zionists maintained a 
Marxist outlook, all trying in different ways to reconcile Marxism 
and Jewish national identity.) Thus, if one wants to determine the 
source of the moral appeal of Communist ideals on young radical 
Jews, one should not look for compatibility or incompatibility be-
tween Communist ideology and the totality of traditional Jewish 
cultural heritage but rather for the compatibility between this 
ideology, with its moral pathos, and those elements of Jewish 
cultural heritage that survived the processes of secularization, 
modernization, and acculturation. 

What, then, were these potential points of compatibility, the 
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possible sources of the moral and intellectual appeal that Marxist 
ideology apparently exercised on a large segment of the young 
Jewish generation?55 

Some contemporary Marxist perceptions of the meaning of his-
tory strongly corresponded to the emancipatory, Utopian, univer-
salistic undercurrents in the Jewish tradition. This Marxist vision 
could be viewed as one in which God had been replaced by his-
tory, with its immanent, iron laws, and in which a human collec-
tive, the proletariat, had replaced the liberating force of the 
Messiah.56 Both visions are teleological. In both, the world moves 
irresistibly toward its ultimate redemption, whether by the process 
of human and cosmic restoration as in the kabbalist-messianic 
tradition or by the immanent logic and laws of societal develop-
ment as in the Marxist view. 

According to the Jewish messianic tradition, the process of re-
demption leads inevitably to a final state of preordained harmony 
toward which all development has moved. Although the content 
of the various messianic visions varied, they all stressed that the 
future would be better than the past, "because the renewal of the 
world is simply more than its restoration."57 The contemporary 
Marxist view of history had a similar quality. History was seen as 
a process of inevitable social development that followed its im-
manent laws, leading toward the final goal of a classless Commu-
nist society. Humanity was seen as living in anticipation of this 
future, in which the present "realm of necessity" will be replaced 
by a future "kingdom of freedom." 

Likewise, both Jewish and Marxist traditions were permeated 
by the anticipation that the fulfillment of history meant its end. 
Both the messianic kingdom of Judaism and the Communist king-
dom of freedom implied that the mechanisms leading to their rise 
would cease to function when the goals of their action had been 
achieved. In both traditions, the role of history was to pave the 
way for an ultimate development, whereupon this goal-state 
would prevail in eternal harmony. 

Similarly, in the course of Jewish history, messianic anticipa-
tions were always connected to strong apocalyptic notions.58 Mes-
sianic transition was to be realized through a series of catastrophes 
and dramatic upheavals at the end of which redemption would 
occur. This apocalyptic vision of history corresponded to the fas-
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cination with revolution and the sense of acute anticipation of 
radical and violent social change, all of which characterized con-
temporary revolutionary Marxism. Also, in much the same way as 
in the Marxist view in which the seeds of the new society existed 
and worked in the present, Jewish apocalypticism created a doc-
trine of this world and the antithetical world to come—the world 
of messianic redemption—whose seeds immanently existed in the 
present world. The period of transition—war, revolution, econom-
ic catastrophes—and the ultimate state of redemption were, in 
both views, seen as separate periods in a fixed, immanent order, in 
which the former must precede the latter, whose seeds it carries. 

The activist character of the Marxist vision and of part of the 
Jewish tradition commanded men to participate actively in the 
process of change. As the necessary mechanism and seeds for the 
future were seen as immanent in the present, the purpose of hu-
man action was to release this potential and speed up the process 
of transition. A strong sense of mission, or a duty to act, might 
thus be a consequence of both traditions. 

Both contemporary Marxism and the Jewish tradition saw hu-
man collectives (classes, nations) and not individuals as the basic 
entities in the historical process of redemption, which had a collec-
tive, nonindividualistic character. 

In general, it seems apparent that the Marxist vision shared 
strong millennial characteristics with the messianic tradition. If, 
following Norman Cohn (1957), millennialism is defined as char-
acterized by five main features—that the coming upheaval is col-
lective, near at hand, this-earthly, total, and miraculous—then 
four of these five characteristics appear to be common and central 
to both. 

The moral affirmativeness, longing for justice, and universalist 
ethos shared by the Marxist vision and Jewish tradition appear to 
be among the major sources of the appeal exercised by the former 
on radical Jews. The concepts of history in both perspectives were 
based on answers to ancient questions concerning the suffering of 
the righteous and the prosperity of the wicked. Judaism and its 
prophetic tradition is to an exceptionally high degree a doctrine of 
ethics, and social justice, both in theory and in practice, forms its 
fundamental postulate.59 Marxism is also morally deeply affirma-
tive. Its social and economic analyses are firmly rooted in moral 



The Framework Si 

affirmations of justice, freedom, brotherhood, and equality. These 
moral values form presuppositions of its criticism of social evil and 
its moral ambition for reform.60 Also, the ethos of the Marxist 
vision was radically universalist, both in its call for international 
class solidarity and its universal promise of a Communist brother-
hood. This corresponded well with the messianic-universalist 
legacy in Jewish tradition. Doubtless, this universalist moral fervor 
of the Marxist vision had a deep ethical and quasi-religious appeal 
for young men and women raised in Jewish tradition.61 

In addition, Marxist rationality, a child of the Enlightenment, 
had a very high regard for science and learning, seen as humanity's 
triumphant way of liberating itself through understanding and 
mastering the world. Similarly, Judaism has always been character-
ized by high regard for learning, a postulate for every individual 
to study and a contempt for those who do not seek learning. This 
intellectuality and high regard for science and learning, the 
trademarks of both traditions, reinforced the appeal of the radical 
Marxist outlook for young, secularized Jews. 

Thus, several elements of popular Marxist appeal strongly cor-
responded to certain values and traits in the cultural heritage that 
formed part of the contemporary secular Jewish identity. Stimu-
lated in strength and attractiveness by their social situation, the 
Marxist vision of emancipation was able to magnetize a large part 
of this peer generation. 

Or, in other words, had not the Marxist ethos strongly corres-
ponded to the essential core of their heritage, it would never have 
succeeded in attracting such a large and intense following. 

Such was the framework in which the individual and collective 
becoming of this demographic generation took place. It was 
formed by the joint factors of their social situation and cultural 
heritage which, taken together, constituted a unifying background 
and an arena in which various alternative paths of formation were 
contained. In the course of this formation, the initial biological 
generation was transformed into competitive political generations: 
some of the radical peers were to become Bundists, some others 
Zionists, and still others Communists. 

An identity in which activist messianism is a central characteris-
tic carries with it built-in seeds for future mutation, and, as his-
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tory was to prove in the course of their lives, this was particularly 
the case with the Communists. Was this because the messianic in-
tensity and the content of their vision was more radical and more 
marked by dogmatic-deductive affirmativeness and voluntarity 
than the others'? Or simply because the final account of historical 
tidings that had constructed the arena on which their visions were 
to be tested turned out this way and not another? In any case, most 
Polish Jews were to find death in the flames of the Holocaust. The 
generation of peers found itself decimated. Of the survivors, the 
Zionists found fulfillment of their vision in the Jewish state reborn 
in the aftermath of World War II. The Bundist vision lost its social 
substance with the physical disappearance of the large Yiddish-
speaking radical Jewish working class. As the Communists took 
over Poland, the Bundists had to capitulate: they either became 
resigned fellow travelers or emigrated. Thus, soon after the Second 
World War, the surviving Jewish Communists triumphed, free to 
carry out their vision in a land whose ethnic and social composi-
tion differed dramatically from the one in which their life road had 
started. But all this was yet to come. 



Chapter Three 

Conditions and Contingencies: 
The Path to the Communist 

Movement 

It must be understood that becoming a Communist, a Jewish Com-
munist in particular, at that time in Poland was the most radical of 
all possible rebellions. It meant rebellion against the traditional 
Jewish world, the values of one's parents, and the values of the 
general society. Becoming a Communist meant being treated as a 
dangerous enemy by the authorities and exchanging a normal life 
for one of total commitment, persecution, and permanent insecuri-
ty. However, becoming a Communist also meant an intense sense 
of participation in the movement of history and in the revolution-
ary upheaval of the world. In other words, it was not a choice to 
be made easily or taken lightly. 

As previously discussed, the basic framework through which 
these peers joined the Communist movement was created by a 
mosaic of cultural heritage and social predicament. The collective 
effect of these elements made them especially receptive to the 
appeal of radical ideologies with messianic undertones, among 
which communism was most radical of all. But this receptivity 
constitutes only a general background, and it does not explain the 
particular reasons and circumstances that lead individuals into the 
Communist movement. Why, then, did some become Commun-
ists? What was their path into the movement? To what extent and 
through which factors was this socially conditioned? 

S3 
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Becoming Communists 

The second half of the 1920s and the early 1930s, the period dur-
ing which these peers converted to communism, was a time of 
deep economic crisis, of social unrest in the Polish countryside, 
unemployment, and frequent industrial strikes in the cities.1 This 
was also a time of growing Polish nationalism, which sharpened 
tensions between Poland's national groups, and—on the internal 
political scene—of decline in Poland's parliamentary system. On 
the level of the general political situation in Central Europe, this 
period began with the repercussions of the Polish-Soviet war in 
1 9 2 0 - 2 1 and ended with Hitler's rise to power in 1933 . German 
National Socialism had little influence on these peers as a motive 
force: most of them had embarked on the road to communism 
before 1933 . However, the growing specter of Nazism became a 
factor that further strengthened their attachment to Communist 
ideals. When the Spanish Civil War broke out, they were already 
committed Communists. 

However, this was yet to come. At the time our respondents 
were in their teens or early twenties. With only a few exceptions, 
they still lived with their parents. Most of their parents were tradi-
tional or Orthodox. Their everyday language was Yiddish, and 
their command of Polish was, as a rule, not good. They were 
butchers, carpenters, tailors, shoemakers, petty traders, and mer-
chants. They were more or less strictly observant, living according 
to Jewish traditions and religious prescriptions in predominantly 
Jewish neighborhoods and towns. Some of them were completely 
apolitical, some sympathized with the General Zionists, most sup-
ported the Orthodox party of Agudath. Usually only Yiddish 
newspapers, if any, were read in their homes. The children of such 
families spoke Yiddish to their parents. In communication with 
their brothers and sisters, Polish was used to an increasing degree, 
but even here, Yiddish was mostly spoken. Most of these families 
were poor, often extremely poor. There were, however, also a few 
relatively wealthy merchant families. 

An important minority of their parents were those already 
assimilated or on the way toward assimilation. They did not speak 
Yiddish in their homes, and although some might still have a com-
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mand of it, most called it "jargon." In these homes, Polish was 
spoken between the parents and with children; in some of them, it 
had replaced the Russian or German spoken before Poland re-
gained its independence. These families were relatively well-off 
and culturally sophisticated. Here parents often supported Polish 
or non-Socialist Zionist parties and were involved in the larger 
political and cultural debates. Some Jewish traditions were most 
often kept alive, limited however to kosher households and the 
celebration of major holidays. These parents often disliked the dif-
ferently dressed, highly visible Orthodox Jews and sought to be 
regarded as Poles or Poles of the Mosaic religion. These were the 
families of assimilating or assimilated professionals and members 
of the intelligentsia. The degree of assimilation of such families 
appears to have varied geographically: it was much larger in the 
former Austrian partition territory of Galicia than in the formerly 
Russian Kresy, where cultivating Yiddish and being ethnically 
conscious was quite frequent even among the well educated. Those 
coming from assimilated families were to rise, as a rule, to higher 
positions in the Communist movement than their comrades from 
more traditional Jewish backgrounds. Many of them were also to 
become the most consequent "non-Jewish Jews" among the mem-
bers of the generation. Most of the future "Jewish Jews" among 
the generation came from traditional or Orthodox families in cen-
tral Poland and Poland's eastern borderlands. 

Most of these peers came from poor or very poor homes. The 
financial situation of their families pushed them into the labor 
market very early in order both to learn a trade and to contribute 
economically to the household. Thus, the children of the poor 
made their debut in labor around the age of 1 3 : the youngest of 
them started to work at the age of 1 1 , the oldest at 14. Conse-
quently, in the period preceding their joining the Communist 
movement, these youngsters from poor, traditional families were 
working in the workshops of shoemakers, carpenters, and furriers 
and in light industry. Some were jobless, many underemployed. 
Their friends were, as a rule, Jewish peers from their neighbor-
hoods, mates from other workshops, or colleagues whom they met 
in Jewish clubs and youth organizations. 

Among those coming from traditional homes, there were some 
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children from the "better homes" of merchants or relatively suc-
cessful craftsmen. They had better educational opportunities and 
in the time preceding their entrance into the Communist move-
ment were completing or had completed their high school studies. 
This was also the case with those coming from homes of profes-
sionals and the intelligentsia, who prior to joining the movement 
were involved in high school or university studies. 

One of the characteristics that separated parents and children 
was the latter's unusually high degree of radicalism and political 
involvement. This political involvement was true both of those 
who were to become Communists and of most of their brothers 
and sisters. An overview of the political involvement of the respon-
dents' close relatives is highly informative. Only in two cases were 
their brothers and/or sisters apolitical; in all other cases, at least 
some were highly politicized, frequently representing conflicting 
political ideologies.2 This high degree of involvement in political 
and ideological issues was likewise true of cousins and other 
young relatives of our respondents. Looking to political ideology 
for the answer to their present situation and the future of the 
world, these peers lived and debated politics and ideology with 
extreme intensity. As one recalled, "In our little town even ten-
year-old kids discussed politics." Conflicting life strategies and 
political ideologies cut across families and friends. Apparently, 
the degree of ideological and political tension experienced by this 
demographic generation has very few parallels in modern Jewish 
history and can only be compared to the intensity of ideological 
debates among Russian Jewry prior to and at the time of the Rus-
sian revolution.3 

The ideological climate among these young people was over-
whelmingly radical, most often finding expression in supporting 
the political left: the Bund, the Zionist left, or the Communist 
movement. It was radicalism that united and deeply divided them. 
This radicalism was based on a dramatic lack of confidence in the 
existing institutions and their ability to produce significant im-
provement in the broadly understood social situation of this gen-
eration. It also meant an impatient expectation of fundamental 
social change and a growing distance from the norms, values, and 
pattern of conduct of their parents' world. 

With the rising influence of a nationalistic and anti-Semitic Pol-
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ish right, the general political culture in interwar Poland limited, 
and to a great degree determined, the political choices available to 
them. Staying within the world of Jewish politics, one could be-
long to the Zionist center, left, or right, the Bund, or any one of the 
other Jewish parties. As even the center parties were strongly in-
fluenced by anti-Jewish moods, on the general Polish political 
scene, the only option open for Jews was the left. In this way, 
radical ideological fervor was channeled into a certain limited 
spectrum of political options. Which of the available options 
would finally be chosen appears to have been a matter of both 
determinants and contingencies. 

The respondents joined the Polish Communist movement in the 
second half of the 1920s and at the beginning of the 1930s. As a 
rule, those coming from poor families joined the movement earlier 
than those that were better off. Among the former, most joined 
the movement around the age of 1 7 (the oldest at 20), while the 
latter at this crucial point were 18 to 24 years old. 

Joining the movement took place according to a similar pattern 
of circumstances and events in which three elements seem to have 
been crucial: their perception of the world and their own situation 
in it, previous participation in different non-Communist organiza-
tions, and, finally, meetings with ideological significant others and 
the ideological evolution that followed. 

Whether they came from poor, more prosperous, assimilated, or 
traditional families, an important common element in their situa-
tion was an intense perception of the differences separating them 
from their parents. Increasingly experienced as unbridgeable, ex-
pressed on the everyday level as an inability to communicate and a 
refusal to conform, these differences led them increasingly to dis-
tance themselves from the world, ways, and values of their 
parents. Among those coming from wealthy homes, a developing 
contempt for what was perceived as their parents' preoccupation 
with religion and money was quite frequent. Being privileged in 
comparison to others around them and perceiving the world of 
their parents as permeated by hypocrisy and injustice, many ex-
perienced feelings of guilt and a hunger for truth and justice. In-
telligent and sensible, they had a sense of inadequacy and danger, 
of floating insecurity and of the relativity of values and norms. 
Increasingly estranged from the world of their parents and not 
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being an integral part of the general society, they developed a sense 
of marginality and existential despair. Inherent in their situation 
was a thirst for a way out, for a new brotherhood and a system of 
values that would give meaning to the present and prospects for 
the future. 

Although the intensity of these emotions was stronger among 
those coming from the assimilated homes of the professionals and 
intelligentsia than among those coming from the traditional fami-
lies of successful merchants and craftsmen, this perception of real-
ity seems to have been common among all those who were high 
school or university students shortly before they joined the Com-
munist movement. However, most of the peers came from tradi-
tional or Orthodox, poor or very poor homes. Their chief experi-
ence was one of poverty and lack of prospects, of feeling hopeless 
and superfluous. At the same time, they did not regard poverty as a 
necessary human condition and were increasingly aware of the 
existence and injustice of the profound social differences around 
them. Like those from better-off homes, those coming from poor 
families were deeply influenced by secularization and accultura-
tion. Becoming young adults, they increasingly spoke Polish 
among themselves (often interchangeably with Yiddish) and read 
Polish books and newspapers alongside the Yiddish books and 
press. Their estrangement from their parents was reinforced by the 
perception of the latters' submissive passivity and acceptance. The 
ways of their parents were no longer their own. 

Thus increasingly estranged from the old world of the ghetto, 
marked by the hopelessness of their situation and the lack of fu-
ture prospects, they developed a growing rebellious feeling. "We 
knew that this could not continue," is an often repeated phrase. 
This impatience formed the basis for a search of different options 
for action. 

Characteristically enough, those coming from homes of the 
poor differed from those coming from better-situated families in 
having much less general Weltschmertz and much more anger. 
While those from better-off families often reasoned in terms of 
human conditions and felt themselves lost in the cruel, egoistic 
world, the poorer experienced a concrete anger, one that was in-
creasingly focused on social inequality and injustice. In any case, 
varying degrees of discontent was what united them all. 
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Already at this stage they were developing a universalist quality 
in their thinking. Expressed in phrases like "for everybody's good" 
or "for all people and nations," this as yet unclear quality was 
rooted in a consciousness of the basic unity of all human prob-
lems. Also, expressed in phrases like "what's so special about 
being Jewish" or "one should be a human being and not Jew or 
non-Jew" (which not a few of them still said in Yiddish), this qual-
ity was to a varying degree also beginning to counteract an 
affirmative consciousness of ethnic separateness, thus increasing 
their susceptibility to the universalist ethos of Communist ideals. 

Feeling critical and out of place, no longer part of the old world 
in which everything was obvious, they experienced a thirst for a 
doctrine that would explain the paradoxes and apparent ills 
around them. Their restlessness and youthful impatience made 
them long for all-encompassing ideologies that contained both an 
explanation and a prescription for rapid and fundamental change. 
This impatience lay behind the changing pattern of their organiza-
tional affiliations and, later, their rejection of much less immediate 
and much less global Bundist and Zionist alternatives. 

Although varying in intensity in different individuals, their view 
of the world and themselves was strongly connected to their 
perception of contemporary anti-Semitism. It was seen as a set of 
discriminating practices and attitudes that strongly influenced 
their immediate life situation: it limited their chances on the labor 
market and affected their social relations, education, and some-
times even their physical safety. Although the scourge of anti-
Semitism was perceived in a similarly intense way by all, their 
reactions were colored by characteristic differences. While for 
most of those from traditional families calling for the elimination 
of anti-Semitism basically meant demanding equal treatment for 
Jews as such, those coming from assimilated homes were much 
more conscious of and negative toward what they perceived as 
negative Jewish characteristics. As in their view traditional Jewish 
ways reinforced anti-Semitism, their desire was more for the 
deethnification of society than for Jewish equality. These two 
different tendencies would become more distinct inside the Com-
munist movement, producing an increasingly clear polarization 
around assimilation and ethnic affirmativeness. Independently of 
future consequences, however, anti-Semitism reinforced their re-



6o Points of Departure 

bellious attitude toward the present social reality. This attitude 
was strengthened by the apparent discrepancy between their for-
mal equality and their de facto situation: it was not, or not only, 
anti-Semitism in itself but rather this very discrepancy that formed 
the core of the perceived injustice and that awakened their anger. 

Coupled with the perception of the injustices of class society, 
their reaction to anti-Semitism strengthened their search for an 
ideological-political solution to all social evil and was a strong 
inducement to their political radicalization. On the contemporary 
market of radical ideologies, communism, with its perspective of 
fundamental change and a rapid solution to both class and ethnic 
conflicts, fitted particularly well. 

This reaction against anti-Semitism and the desire for fun-
damental social change were strongly reinforced by a perception 
of the Soviet Union as a society in which social and national eman-
cipation was being carried out. Through radio broadcasts from 
Moscow, through letters from relatives in the Soviet Union, 
through conversations or reading illegal Communist brochures, 
they learned about the classless Soviet society. It was widely be-
lieved that the Communist revolution had freed Soviet society 
from anti-Semitism, which seemed to be confirmed by the number 
of Jews in prominent state and party positions. Also, it was com-
mon knowledge that the Soviet state had built a whole system of 
Jewish education and culture. In addition, there was the sensation-
al news about Soviet Jews being given their own autonomous 
territory.4 

However positive, their perceptions of the Soviet Union varied 
with the degree of their ethnic embeddedness. While those coming 
from more traditional surroundings seem to have been fascinated 
by a society that offered Jews equal opportunities, those from 
assimilated homes were much more often thrilled by the example 
of a community in which national divisions had or were about to 
disappear. In any case, the promise of Soviet society, which also 
held a great attraction for many young non-Jewish members of the 
Polish intelligentsia,5 began to seem to them much more concrete, 
rapid, realistic, and universally just than the Zionist dream or the 
Bundist program. It is beyond doubt that the Soviet example 
fueled their hopes for universal emancipation and was an impor-
tant motive in their joining the Communist movement. 
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Reflecting the intense politicization of these peers and signifying 
preparatory stages in becoming Communists, there was a charac-
teristic pattern of organizational affiliation and ideological evolu-
tion. Prior to joining the Communist movement, almost all active-
ly participated in different non-Communist Jewish youth clubs, 
organizations, or parties. Many belonged to the Socialist Zionist 
scouting and youth organization Hashomer Hatsair, which stood 
very close to the Poaley Zion Left. Some belonged to other orga-
nizations run by the Poaley Zion Left, like the sport club Stern 
(Star), and others participated in different organizations run by the 
Bund or in Esperanto clubs or attended evening lectures and study 
groups at the open university for workers, the PPS-run TUR. The 
university students often participated in Zionist organizations or 
in Socialist student organizations like Zycie (Life), while the young 
craftsmen and workers belonged, as a rule, to some of the Jewish 
Socialist trade unions and organizations or, at least, participated 
in their social and cultural activities. As a rule, political tensions 
and temperatures were much higher in the social environment of 
craftsmen and workers than that of the high school and university 
students. While in the social milieu of the students most of their 
colleagues were busy preparing for personal careers, this did not 
seem to make much sense to the young craftsmen and workers 
because, as one put it, "I knew that in the future I would either 
suffer great poverty or common poverty, so what kind of plans 
could I make?" 

Their active participation in non-Communist organizations was 
a point from which they stepped toward the Communist move-
ment. This participation substantially increased the probability of 
their further radicalization. Most of the organizations to which 
they initially belonged were on the political left. In the course of 
lectures, studies, scouting, or union activities, social issues were 
debated in a radical spirit, and competing political programs com-
pared. Frequently, this implied evolving ideological perspectives 
and changing membership or parallel activity in several non-
Communist organizations. The predominant pattern in this 
ideological quest was radicalization and an evolution from preoc-
cupation with particularly Jewish issues toward more universal 
perspectives. On the level of political program, this meant a trend 
that was to lead them toward Communist ideals. 



6z Points of Departure 

There was an inherent logic in this evolution. In the Jewish 
Socialist organizations they frequently belonged to, they debated 
inequality and dreamed of national justice for Jews and social jus-
tice for all, in Poland or in Palestine. At the same time, meeting 
peers or older friends who often had left the same movements and 
now held other political views, they were exposed to a constant 
critical examination of their ideological position. Under this in-
fluence, they evolved toward a more global perspective, which, in 
their perception, was also more realistic, more just, and more fun-
damental. As one, a former member of Hashomer Hatsair, put it, 
" I started to think that communism was the only realistic alterna-
tive and, also, that it was most ethical because it wanted justice for 
the whole world and not only for the Jews. . . . Shomer had pre-
pared me for the Communist movement." 

A crucial role in their conversions to communism was played by 
their ideological significant others—sometimes older brothers, sis-
ters, or other relatives, or older colleagues whom they met in the 
framework of non-Communist organizations—who either intro-
duced them to Communist ideals directly or by serving as highly 
admired examples. These were their heroes and mentors, in fre-
quent cases guiding their ideological schooling and supervising 
their political initiation. Even when the immediate contacts were 
interrupted for different reasons—by a prison sentence or a party-
organized flight to the Soviet Union—the impact made by the sig-
nificant others did not lessen. The news about their prison plight 
or their new Soviet careers, their work or university studies, were 
in themselves additional sources of attraction, taken as concrete 
examples of the connection between revolutionary struggle, its 
conditions and its goal. 

Meetings with such persons were often connected to the scarcity 
of jobs in their hometowns and to the consequent job migra-
tions. This was a common phenomenon: as one symbolically put 
it, "Almost half of the youth in Warsaw was from small cities and 
villages." By becoming a channel for new experiences and ideas, 
these migrations played an important role in the process of ideolog-
ical evolution toward communism. Young people moving to the 
large cities from their traditional home environments encountered 
a world of new, revolutionary thoughts.6 The same exchange of 
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experiences, reflections, and ideas took place when their older col-
leagues moved back to their hometowns after having worked in 
the cities. It is characteristic, however, that in both cases, the first 
meetings with their initiators took place, as a rule, in non-
Communist organizations and movements. 

Since the Communist movement was illegal and underground, it 
developed highly effective tactics for infiltrating legal organiza-
tions and creating officially non-Communist front organizations.7 

As a result, several peers encountered communism through ideo-
logically experienced colleagues who had secretly joined the Com-
munist movement but were openly acting in non-Communist 
organizations, such as Zycie, Hashomer Hatsair, TUR, sports 
clubs, or organizations run by the Bund. 

The influence of these significant others led to increasingly crit-
ical attitudes toward non-Communist ideologies and movements. 
Thus, their criticism in regard to Jewish religious parties grew into 
increasing rejection. Expressing estrangement from the traditional 
Jewish world and, in cases of those coming from Orthodox homes, 
being also part of the rebellion against the ways and values of their 
parents, the connection between religion and politics was now 
condemned. The religious parties were perceived as reactionary 
forces whose main interest was "to keep Jews in ignorance and 
superstition in order to retain control over the kehilot." The lead-
ership of the Agudath was frequently called Czarna sotnia (the 
Black Hundreds, an expression describing Russian gangs who car-
ried out pogroms in 1905) and accused of defending the existing 
order and the interests of the rich against the poor. Also, under the 
influence of the significant others, their criticism of the Zionist and 
Bundist ethos increased, leading them to perceive the Bund and the 
Zionist movement as insufficiently radical, nationalist, and sepa-
ratist. While the Soviet Union and the Russian revolution came to 
be regarded with great admiration, the Bund was increasingly per-
ceived as anti-Bolshevik. The goal of the Zionist movement was 
regarded as not only unrealistic but also unethical with regard to 
the Arab population. As for the PPS, most did not see it as an 
available political alternative, particularly not those coming from 
traditional homes, where the perception was that "for simple Jews 
there was no place in the PPS." Thus, as a prerequisite for and 
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a necessary step in the process of becoming Communist, they 
developed an increasingly negative attitude toward the available 
political alternatives. 

The conversionists played a crucial role in this process. It seems 
most often to have begun with discussions about immediate, close, 
and highly visible social problems. These discussions would con-
tinue by "trying to get to the root of the problem," at which point 
elements of Marxist analysis would be introduced and the Soviet 
Union would be discussed as an example of a successful solution. 
Frequently, the whole process would be accompanied by in-
creasingly advanced reading and discussion, resulting in a 
tremendous intellectual impact: "I was captured by a fever of 
reading. I first read novels, by Brzozowski, Silone, Gorki. Then I 
started to read books explaining the development of Homo sapiens 
and society. . . . And later I started with Kautsky. . . . It was as if 
my eyes opened, finally I began to understand." In the course of 
this intellectual and ideological initiation, a coherent picture of 
history and society with its class structure and immanent dynamic 
of social change emerged, gradually replacing their unfocused an-
ger or despair with an understanding of the direction of social 
development and a determination to hasten the emancipation of 
mankind. The working class as the agent of human emancipa-
tion was seen as the key to the future. This guided self-education 
was to result in a growing intellectual sophistication and ideo-
logical commitment. It culminated in periods of imprisonment 
and continued later on in other forms. At this stage, it was a cru-
cial step in the process of their enrollment in the Communist 
movement. 

This ideological maturation was paralleled or followed by less 
complicated assignments, like distributing leaflets, organizing 
study groups, and assisting in organizing meetings. This was a trial 
period: those who did not pass it satisfactorily would remain un-
organized sympathizers. After this relatively long stage of initia-
tion, the process would be crowned by formal membership in 
the Communist movement, most often in its youth organization. 
In frequent cases, membership in the party itself would be 
obtained only after the final test of the first prison sentence. 

But prison was yet to come. Now these rebellious peers were 
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joining the contemporary Communist movement and entering the 
path of their revolutionary career. 

Condit ions, Contingencies, Becoming 

To complete the picture of relevant factors and forces in this 
process, we should attempt to further clarify two previously men-
tioned aspects: the role and the sources of the rising expectations 
and aspirations of this generation and the actual significance of 
their class membership and of social class as such. 

As previously mentioned, rising and unfulfilled expectations 
seem to have been of basic importance in the process of their radi-
calization. The fact that these expectations could not be fulfilled in 
the existing society created a situation of discrepancy and dis-
equilibrium, which fueled their continuous radicalization, culmi-
nating in their becoming Communists. 

All these new expectations and prescriptions about how to 
fulfill them were sharpened by exposure to new modes of life and 
new ideologies.8 The previously mentioned migrations to the cities 
meant encountering new life-styles, new ideas, and new standards, 
thereby sharpening subjective awareness of the limitations of tra-
ditional Jewish life and of class and ethnic injustice in the general 
society. Having a sharpened awareness of injustice was an impor-
tant precondition for the ultimate acceptance of Communist 
ideas.9 

Based on such an awareness, their rising demand for the ref-
ormation of society was reinforced by a discrepancy between for-
mal civil equality and their de facto inequality. The discordance 
between the legal position of Polish Jews and their real condition 
created a rank disequilibrium10 that strongly reinforced the on-
going radicalization of the younger generation. In their aliena-
tion and rebellion against the ways of their parents, in their rising 
anger against inequality and injustice, they were increasingly sus-
ceptible to communism, especially as enhanced by the force of the 
Soviet example. Thus, the preconditions for the process of becom-
ing Communists, in which meetings with ideological significant 
others were of crucial significance, were created. 

Was their class membership a decisive factor in this process? In 
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this and similar contexts, there is a strong temptation to construct 
a coherent sociological explanation attributing certain behaviors 
or views to actors' social position or "class interest." This is often 
a fruitful path to follow. However, caution is needed to avoid the 
danger of oversimplification. 

The hypothesis that there is a close connection between joining 
the Communist movement and being a member of the working 
class seems to be supported both by the present opinion of the 
respondents and by their actual class position at that time. When 
joining the movement, most were about to inherit their parents' 
proletarian status and position. As one put it, "We, the children of 
the poor and the workers, joined Socialist organizations and grad-
ually found our way into the Communist movement. Those bet-
ter off were either non-Socialist Zionists or they did not care about 
politics at all." However, although in the clearly minority, those 
whose nonproletarian social position would negate such a connec-
tion are many enough to question this account. Also, along with 
their own opinions about such a connection, there is the parallel 
idea according to which this connection, even if true for most of 
them, does not account for everyone in the movement. In addition, 
the doubts as to whether class position can be regarded as deter-
mining the ideological outlook of a generation are strengthened by 
the content of several autobiographical and semiautobiographical 
essays,11 which point to the fact that other or parallel reasons 
might have attracted many of nonproletarian origin into the Com-
munist movement. 

In this context, the ideological evolution of several young intel-
lectuals offers a good counterexample. Their revolt against all au-
thority, taboos, social covenants, and mendacity led them through 
a stage of nihilistic moral emptiness to a "thirst for globality"12 

and for a new totality of values that could replace those rejected. 
The general framework of Poland's political culture excluded 
them from the possibility of joining the radical right. The radical 
left, and especially the Communist movement, offered the possibil-
ity of identifying with the proletariat as "the force of the future" 
or to "assimilate through communism."13 In joining the Com-
munist movement, these modern intellectual "refugees from 
caste"1 4 found a new community to replace the lost bonds of their 
primary social network, offering a new set of moral values and 



Conditions and Contingencies 67 

existential meaning. These and similar reasons account for the 
fact that among the medium and higher strata of Jewish activists 
and leaders in the general Polish workers' movement (Socialist 
and Communist), a majority came from nonproletarian back-
grounds.15 

Thus, class membership as a motive force cannot account for 
the numerous Communists of nonproletarian background. The 
phenomenon of Polish-Jewish Communists—as well as, on a 
wider scale, of radical Jews—cannot be reduced to economic rela-
tions, social stratification, or class struggle. Those coming from 
homes that cannot be defined as proletarian became Communists 
not in accordance with but rather contrary to what could be de-
scribed as social instinct or class determinant. 

Was class of no significance, then? This would, of course, be the 
wrong conclusion to draw. However, the significance of class in 
the process of becoming Communists and, from a wider point of 
view, in the formation of this generation should be viewed in a 
broader perspective. 

It would appear that class was highly significant in four ways. 
First, as supported by the social background of most respondents 
and, also, in their own opinion, a proletarian class background 
certainly formed an important inducement to becoming a Com-
munist. To a large extent, class membership conditioned a spec-
trum of ideological and affiliational choices: obviously, those 
whose choices reached outside the boundaries of class interests 
were fewer than those whose choices did not. Although these 
limitations cannot be seen as absolute or final, their weight is 
apparent. Second, the very concept of class was a mobilizing myth 
around which an army of the rebels could rally. As part of a 
powerful conception of human history, class divisions were 
thought more basic than all other human divisions, and the work-
ing class was perceived as the agent of universal emancipation. 
This concept was a potent source of strength in carrying out what 
seemed to be "the mission to unite the human nations in 'one hu-
man race, ' " 1 6 a central myth around which those coming from the 
proletariat and other "classes" could assemble. Third, class mem-
bership was highly significant in conditioning the basic directions 
of ethnic hopes invested in the prospects of the Communist de-
nouement. At the risk of oversimplification, those coming from the 
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upper middle class and intelligentsia saw in the Communist vision 
a promise of reduced ethnic boundaries or, in longer time perspec-
tive, of assimilation, while those coming from proletarian and 
Yiddish-speaking homes believed that Communist society would 
offer full ethnic and social equality. Thus, it was true that, as one 
of them said, " the Communist idea seized us with its program of 
both national and social justice," but the exact content of the hope 
put into the former was not the same for all. Finally, class was of 
course highly essential in the broad sense of determining the gener-
al framework and circumstances of an individual's entrance into 
the Communist movement. Individual decisions to enter the move-
ment were not made in a social vacuum: they were conditioned by 
participation in different groups and institutions, where, among 
other things, contacts with their ideological significant others took 
place. This participation was highly determined by who one's 
parents were, where one lived, one's neighbors, occupation, and 
workmates, what one did in leisure time, in whose company, and 
so on. These concrete, class-conditioned social settings constituted 
the framework in which their entrance into the Communist move-
ment (and, consequently, into what would become their political 
generation) took place. Also, these settings formed a heritage of 
habits, thinking, and being that subsequently came to color the 
very movement itself. 

The rejection of the world as it was formed the common de-
nominator for all the radical peers. But only some became Com-
munists; others joined the Zionist and Bundist movements. In this 
perspective, their individual ideological formation and political in-
volvement meant the beginnings of a splintering of the peer gen-
eration into different political generations. 

All those brothers and sisters, friends, neighbors, and work-
mates, whether they ended up on opposing sides or as party com-
rades, started off from the same historically, culturally, and socially 
shaped settings. These settings constituted a set of social condi-
tions common to all. Within the field outlined by these conditions, 
there existed a spectrum of options and choices leading along 
different paths. 

The process of choosing a specific path usually began with testing 
the one most immediately available and obvious in the context of 
one's social network. At this point one could quite easily change 
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onto another path. But the longer one remained on a particular 
path, for every further step, the field of coherent choice narrowed. 
When at the end of the process one finally joined the Communist 
movement, the field of available, coherent choices was narrowed 
to the ones defined by the social situation of the individual, by his 
or her being a Communist. Thus, the probability that the future 
life career of these men and women would continue on this specific 
road rose significantly. However, as we shall see, along this road 
there were different paths among which individuals were able to 
choose. 

Joining the Communist movement was a process in which social 
conditions and social contingencies seem to play different but 
equally important roles. This process can be seen as conditioned 
by structural factors—such as class, occupation, membership in 
different organizations—and, at the same time, as governed by 
contingencies. Their ideological development and organizational 
affiliation could have been different had they or their peers stayed 
in their hometowns, had they not met particular ideological signif-
icant others, had they been exposed to a different ideological in-
fluence at a decisive time, and so on. This is exactly what hap-
pened to most of their friends; the very fact that most of those 
who started from exactly the same structural position and were 
exposed to exactly the same structural factors did not become 
Communists gives witness to the role of contingency and to the 
conditioned but not totally determined character of the process of 
becoming. 

Contingencies that led these peers into the Communist move-
ment must, however, not be seen as pure coincidence. In almost 
every single case, the process of becoming a Communist was 
typified by a similar combination of factors and stages. There is a 
clear pattern of evolution and paths leading into the Communist 
movement, the limitations and starting points of which were cre-
ated by structural factors and, then, typical reactions to these fac-
tors. Thus, the process was not predetermined in any definite way, 
but neither was it coincidental. Becoming a Communist, then, was 
a process of typical, but not predetermined, actions and responses, 
conditioned and limited by characteristic structural circumstances 
within which specific contingencies could occur. These structural, 
"objective" circumstances created a category of people who were 
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likely to become Communists, while the specific contingencies 
separated those who actually became Communists from those 
who did not. 

Broadly conditioned by structural circumstances and depending 
on noncoincidental contingencies, this process of individual and 
collective becoming was thus initiated on two separate time 
dimensions: that of the individual and that of society, of biogra-
phy and history. 

The individual's time dimension meant becoming a biologically 
and socially mature member of society. This process covered one's 
primary socialization in the parental home, formal education, de-
but on the labor market, often migrations, initiation in organiza-
tion life, and so on. It also meant exposure to new ways of life, 
new norms, values, and political ideologies. Under these in-
fluences, there was a growing insight into the rules that governed 
the functioning of one's family, one's neighborhood, and the 
broader society. Sequences of interaction within the frameworks 
of social settings led to and through a growing distancing from the 
values and norms of the parents' world, which contributed to the 
development of new, rebellious attitudes and new intellectual and 
moral reactions. Through the characteristic pattern of changing 
ideological affiliation, there was an evolution toward the available 
radical alternatives, at the end of which was membership in the 
Polish Communist movement, or, more exactly, becoming a 
Polish-Jewish Communist. 

On the societal time dimension, the process was one of the ori-
gins of this Polish-Jewish Communist generation, with all the con-
sequences this was to have for the future of the Polish Communist 
movement, its Jewish members, the political history of Poland, 
and its society in general. 

In this perspective, the dialectical relationship between indi-
vidual and collective becoming is apparent. The process of becom-
ing a Communist, which here was merely beginning, took place in 
the midst of a society and under the influence of its existing social 
conditions. Cultural heritage, unemployment and pauperization, 
social tensions, ideological debates and conflicts, anti-Semitism 
and reactions to it, political events in Poland and abroad—each of 
these social factors had or was to have a bearing on the becoming 
of the individuals. Those who became Polish-Jewish Commu-
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nists would not have been the same, had not the social factors been 
what they were. However, had not these individuals become Com-
munists, the Polish Communist movement and much of Poland's 
political history after 1945 would have been different. Again, had 
it been different, the life careers of these individuals would also 
have been different. 

These peers rebelled against the rules of the general society both 
because they found these rules unjust and unjustified and because 
they found other rules, which they might accept, wrongly applied. 
Communist ideals provided them with standards of condem-
nation,1 7 with a concept of history, and with the strength gained 
through the psychological certainty of an approaching social up-
heaval. Thus, they launched a common career, the career of Com-
munist revolutionaries. 

Joining the Communist movement was a crossing of the Rubi-
con, which would stamp their future lives as individuals and as 
actors on the stage of history. As one of them said, " In the move-
ment I got a cause and a purpose. I knew that from now on I 
joined the struggle for the future. From then on my life was com-
pletely changed." 









Chapter Four 

Polish Communists and Their 
Movement 

Participation in the interwar Polish Communist movement was a 
fundamentally important period in the life career of these peers. 
On the individual level, they became committed Polish-Jewish 
Communists during these years. On the collective level, their gen-
eration took shape, and the focal points of a collective identity 
were formed. 

In a reciprocal way, they influenced the character and, most of 
all, the perception of the movement and were themselves deeply 
affected by its goals, values, norms, and code of behavior. In this 
perspective, their participation in the movement formed a Heber-
lian shared "politically relevant experience," a sequence of signif-
icant events and processes that shaped their identity. While this 
identity would later be subject to changes, its foundations were 
created in this period. 

To understand the shaping of the generation, it is necessary to 
place it in the context of the framework in which it emerged: in 
this case, the outlawed Polish Communist movement with its 
specific political, social, and ideological characteristics. 

T h e C o m m u n i s t M o v e m e n t in 

Interwar Poland 

The organized Polish Communist movement1 was founded on De-
cember 16, 1918, when the PPS Lewica (the left faction of the 
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Polish Socialist party) merged with the SDKPiL (Social Democra-
cy of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania) to form the KPRP 
(Communist Workers' Party of Poland). The two founding parties 
of the Communist movement brought different dowries into the 
marriage. "The Social Democrats could offer a consistent ideolo-
gical line; the Lewica boasted a mass following."2 The PPS, from 
which the Lewica originated, was patriotic and strove for Polish 
self-determination, where Socialist social change would be im-
plemented through reformist means. The SDKPiL was militantly 
revolutionary and internationalist and sharply opposed the patrio-
tic orientation of the PPS. For the SDKPiL, nationalism and pa-
triotism were "bourgeois diversions" from the universal class 
struggle and the revolutionary upheaval. The merger of the parties 
was made possible when the majority of the PPS decided at two 
separate congresses in 1906 to reject its formerly patriotic stance 
and subordinate Polish independence to a general revolution in the 
Russian Empire. It was hoped that the merger would pave the way 
for a consistently revolutionary party with a mass following. Nor-
man Davies quotes a contemporary leftist joke that compared the 
merger to a mariage de raisott between a poor man from good 
family—SDKPiL with its unassailable revolutionary tradition— 
and a rich woman of doubtful reputation—Lewica with its large 
following. 

The general ideological outlook of the thus created Polish Com-
munist party was to a large degree influenced by the ideological 
positions inherited with the theoreticians and leaders of the 
SDKPiL. The leading figures here were Rosa Luxemburg, Leon 
Jogiches (Tyszko), Adolf Warszawski (Warski), Karol Sobelson 
(Radek), Jozef Unschlicht (Jurowski), Marcin Kasprzak, Julian 
Leszczynski (Lenski), Jakob Firstenberg (Hanecki), Julian Mar-
chlewski (Karski), and Feliks Dzierzynski. A number of these 
leaders—Radek, Unschlicht, Firstenberg, Marchlewski, and 
Dzierzynski—were to play an important role in the Soviet Union, 
while others—particularly Luxemburg and Jogiches—were to 
play an important role in the international Socialist movement and 
its forums. Two, Warski and Leszczynski, were to become impor-
tant leaders of the Polish Communist movement. All, however, 
were of great importance as ideologists, symbols for ideological 
identification, and examples of revolutionary heroism or heresy. 
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Of these ten leaders, seven were Jewish, nine belonged to the 
intelligentsia, and only one, Kasprzak, was an "authentic" work-
er. There is every reason to agree with the description that "the 
SDKPiL's social composition was not very much different from 
that of other contemporary leftist parties in Poland: a mixture of 
Jewish intelligentsia and descendants of the ruined nobi l i ty . " 1 3 

The militant radicalism and internationalism that took form in 
this milieu was to determine much of the ideological profile of the 
Polish Communist movement between the world wars. 

The birth of the Polish Communist party was connected to two 
historical events that were also to influence deeply its profile: the 
Bolshevik revolution in Russia and the reestablishment of the inde-
pendent Polish state. 

The successful Bolshevik revolution enormously strengthened 
the expectations of an immanent global revolutionary denouement 
both in the international Socialist movement and in its Polish sec-
tion. But the establishment of the first Communist state, of the 
"fatherland of the international proletariat," meant also a grow-
ing subordination of the Polish Communist party to the interests 
of the Comintern (Communist International), which became in-
creasingly dominated by its Russian host party and Soviet foreign 
policy goals. The reestablishment of the Polish state confronted 
the Communist movement with the new reality of Polish inde-
pendence and Polish national interests, as opposed to interna-
tionalism and the global interests of international revolution. It 
also posed the question of its legal status and its own political 
strategy toward Polish political aspirations as well as toward the 
other political parties on the Polish left. 

Being particularly successful among ethnic minorities, the Polish 
Communist party set up (in 1 9 2 3 ) semiautonomous but subordi-
nate sections in Poland's Eastern territories, the KPZU, Commu-
nist Party of Western Ukraine, and the KPZB, Communist Party of 
Western Byelorussia, and integrated large splinter groups from the 
established Jewish parties. 

The history of the Polish Communist party during the interwar 
period is sometimes viewed as a sequence of frustrations and 
failures.4 Such an evaluation, perhaps influenced by the KPP's ulti-
mate defeat in the form of its bloody dissolution in 1 9 3 8 , seems to 
be biased. To be sure, the Polish Communist movement was rid-
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den with violent ideological conflict and did not succeed in accom-
plishing its ultimate goals. However, being the Comintern's oldest 
member and providing a large proportion of its functionaries, the 
Polish party occupied a special place in the international Com-
munist movement. In Poland, despite its outlawed, conspiratorial 
stance, the movement was able to establish a relatively large and 
extremely committed membership and, depending on one's point 
of view, to maintain its image as a radical alternative or threat to 
the existing social order. 

But the Communists diminished their capacity to influence Pol-
ish politics in a direct way by choosing from the very beginning— 
January 1 9 1 9 — t o boycott the first elections to the Sejm (parlia-
ment) and by not caring to maintain legal political status in the 
"bourgeois" state. Their early hopes for global revolutionary 
change were frustrated by the failure of the German revolution in 
1 9 1 9 . The new revolutionary hopes that emerged in connection 
with the war between the Soviet Union and Poland in 1 9 1 9 - 2 0 5 

were also crushed: the expected rebellion of the Polish masses did 
not materialize, and the Russian Red Army was defeated at War-
saw and forced to withdraw. The war ended with the peace treaty 
of Riga (March 192,1), which gave Poland large areas of Byelorus-
sia and the Ukraine and formal recognition of the Polish state by 
the USSR. These frustrations shocked the movement. Most of its 
leadership left the country, were imprisoned, or simply ceased to 
be politically active, and the movement's membership in the main 
centers of its activity fell between 40 and 80 percent.6 

The party was forced to accept the existence of the Polish state 
and to change its course of action. Expressing itself in the decision 
to participate in the parliamentary elections of 1922 , 1928, and 
1930 and in a temporary departure from the revolutionary Lux-
emburgist tradition, this change was also in accord with the Com-
intern's recommendation to work for establishing a left-wing 
united front against the government and for mobilizing support 
among the peasants. However, this caused sharp internal ideolog-
ical debates and conflicts, which divided the party into a left and 
a right wing. These factions confronted each other at the second 
party congress in Moscow in 1923 . After two weeks of violent 
debate, the militant minority was temporarily defeated, and the 
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views of the moderate majority were adopted as the official party 
line. 

But the united front strategy did not succeed, as the general 
Polish left, dominated by the PPS and, on the Jewish side, by the 
Bund, was suspicious of the Communists and reluctant to cooper-
ate with them. The result was a new change of Communist policy 
in 1924, when the former goal of cooperation and joint action 
within the frame of a general left was replaced by a new turn to the 
left. 

The defeat of the moderates in the leadership of the Polish party 
was also connected to its support for Trotsky in his power struggle 
with Stalin. Trotsky was highly esteemed for his role in the Octo-
ber Revolution, his theoretical skills, and his internationalist pro-
file. The Polish party supported him strongly in 1923 and 1924, 
thereby earning Stalin's enduring hostility. At the fifth Comintern 
Congress in July 1924, a commission headed by Stalin condemned 
the Polish leadership for interference in the internal problems of 
the Soviet party and for "reformist opportunism" and charged it 
with responsibility for the weaknesses of their movement. The 
leadership of the KPRP was dissolved and a new Central Commit-
tee appointed. This change was formally approved by the third 
congress of the Polish party in 1925, which committed itself to a 
militantly revolutionary course and, symbolically, changed the 
name of the party to KPP (Communist Party of Poland). 

Because of its independence and its criticism of other Commu-
nist parties, even this old-new leftist leadership soon aroused the 
enmity of the Comintern. It was dissolved by another commission 
and replaced by Adolf Warski and the "rightist" group around 
him. At the same time, however, the freedom of action of the Pol-
ish Communist leadership was severely restricted. 

Fearing the possibility of a rightist dictatorship or hoping for a 
revolutionary development, the KPP decided to support the former 
Socialist, now Marshal, Jozef Pilsudski's coup d'etat in May 1926. 
When the new regime wholly frustrated Communist hopes, the 
KPP leadership was violently condemned by Stalin and the Comin-
tern. This occurrence and the following ideological and tactical 
debates divided the party into the so-called majority and minority 
factions. While the majority aimed at a united front of all leftist 
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parties against a regime they called "semi-Fascist," the minority 
regarded the regime as thoroughly Fascist and accused the major-
ity of opportunism and collaboration. Although the differences be-
tween these two attitudes might today seem of minor importance, 
the ideological debate they aroused was extremely violent. The 
stigma of belonging to, or sympathizing with, either the majority 
or minority and the hostility this implied stayed with the members 
of the Polish Communist party—free or in prison—until its dis-
solution in 1938. However, this particular conflict ended in 1929 
when, thanks to the help of Stalin's representatives, the leadership 
of the KPP was given to the minority group.7 This was the final 
victory for the militant left, which was to lead the KPP until its 
dissolution. Although it is important to note that ideological uni-
formity did not go unchallenged—for example, the Trotskyist 
opposition led by Deutscher, Mine, and Flug8—during its remain-
ing years, the KPP was forced into increasing tactical, organiza-
tional, and ideological obedience to Stalin and to serving the in-
terests of the Soviet state (including the readoption of the united 
front strategy, which was now to be carried out by its former fierce 
opponents). 

Throughout the interwar period, the Polish Communists were, 
compared to the established political parties, relatively few and 
unsuccessful in influencing the large strata of the predominantly 
Catholic, anti-Soviet, and nationalist Polish nation. Yet, and not 
without good reason, they were regarded by the Polish regime 
(and even by those political parties that opposed the regime) as a 
dangerous threat. This was so because the Polish Communist 
movement was both subjectively and objectively a typical "combat 
party" and a typical "organizational weapon."9 Translated to the 
concrete conditions under which the Polish Communists operated, 
this entailed using the rules and weaknesses of Poland's political 
system "in a manner unrestrained by the constitutional order" 10 

to promote the goal of abolishing this order. This entailed de-
veloping highly sophisticated tactics of infiltration and manipula-
tion of the existing social and political institutions, maintaining a 
consistently revolutionary profile, and operation through extreme-
ly dedicated and disciplined members. 

Whether and to what degree this line of action was successful is a 
matter of opinion. Judging from the dangerous image the Com-
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munist movement enjoyed with its enemies, it apparently was con-
sidered to have the capacity to endanger the existing social order. 
This, of course, was an image based not only on estimations of its 
strength but also its capacities as a member of the international 
Communist movement and a potential agent of the Soviet state. 

A balance sheet of the successes and failures of the Communist 
movement in Poland between the world wars will show that, in 
spite of its illegality, it was able to utilize skillfully its opportunities 
for action and propaganda within the framework of the political 
system of the Polish state. Also, it maintained a stable membership 
and a relatively large influence among sympathizers, especially 
among the ethnic minorities and radicalized intelligentsia. However, 
the Communists failed to efficiently exploit social unrest among 
the Polish workers and peasants. Its fatal failure was its inability to 
secure its existence vis-a-vis the Comintern and the Soviet party. 

The Communists participated with legally registered lists of 
candidates (in 1 9 2 1 , as the Union of Urban and Rural Proletariat; 
in 1 9 2 8 , as Worker-Peasant Unity) in three parliamentary elec-
tions: in 1 9 2 2 , 1 9 2 8 , and 1930 . In the elections of 1 9 2 2 , the Com-
munist list received 1 .5 percent of the vote and two seats in the 
Sejm. In 1 9 2 8 , the last free election in interwar Poland, the Com-
munist list won about 8 percent of the vote, which gave them 
seven seats in the Sejm. With the regime's limitations on demo-
cratic elections, in the 1 9 3 0 elections, the Communists gained 
only four seats in the Sejm. 

Communist representation in the parliament became a legal 
platform of great importance for political propaganda. Although 
few, the Communist representatives were very active: they made 
about 500 speeches, about the same number of interpellations, 
and 80 parliamentary interventions. Their activities were dis-
cussed in the press, they organized legal public meetings and demon-
strations, and they could influence large numbers that otherwise 
would have been out of their reach. 1 1 

An important, widely practiced Communist tactic was to infil-
trate the PPS or Bund trade unions, schools, and organizations so 
as to take over control. These tactics followed directly the recom-
mendations of the second congress of the Comintern in 1920 , 
which stated, " T h e fundamental principle of all organizational 
work of the Communist party and individual Communists must be 
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the creation of Communist nuclei everywhere where they find pro-
letarians and semi-proletarians—even in small numbers. In every 
Soviet of Worker's Deputies, in every trade and industrial union, 
cooperative association, factory, tenant's union, in every govern-
ment institution everywhere, even though there may be only three 
people sympathizing with Communism, Communist nuclei must 
be immediately organized." This search for "pieces of power" 1 2 

proved in many cases to be quite successful, giving the Commu-
nists control over several formally non-Communist trade unions 
and organizations. However, it also resulted in permanent suspi-
cion on the part of the PPS and the Bund and their consequent 
unwillingness to cooperate with the Communist movement. This 
pattern closely followed the situation in other European countries, 
with well-known disastrous effects in Germany at the time of the 
Nazi takeover. 

Strength and Structure 

As previously mentioned, the Communist movement succeeded in 
maintaining a relatively stable membership and an even larger 
sphere of influence, especially among the ethnic minorities and 
radical intelligentsia. This was accomplished despite the illegality 
of the movement and its popular image of being pro-Soviet, anti-
patriotic, and, ethnically, "not truly Polish." Those contemporary 
Western analysts who deem the membership of the Polish Com-
munist party as insignificantly small often commit the mistake of 
forgetting that the movement acted underground, that member-
ship was punishable by a severe prison sentence, that the devotion 
of the movement's cadres made up for much of its quantitative 
weakness, and, finally, that the movement had significant influ-
ence on a relatively large group of sympathizers and supporters. 
More serious, a frequent and embarrassing mistake is to disregard 
those individuals who at different times served prison sentences for 
their participation in the movement. Still another mistake is to fail 
to take into account or to diminish the qualitative and quantitative 
importance of the Communist youth movement. This situation 
causes one to suspect bias on the part of many researchers.13 

It is difficult to determine exactly the number of organized Pol-
ish Communists. Many of the numbers in the table facing are by 
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necessity estimates. During the 1920s, the membership of the KPP 
alone fluctuated between 2,500 and 6,000, reaching its peak in 
1927 with 5,934 members.14 During the years 1930 to 1936, the 
Polish Communist movement (KPP, KPZU, KPZB, and their 
youth organizations) numbered over 33,000 organized members, 
with a peak in 1936 (33,736 members). If we do not take into 
account the members of the Communist youth movements and 
those in prison, peak membership was reached in 1933 and 1934. 
The "mother" party, the KPP, was the largest and grew the fastest. 
The total number of registered members of the Polish section of 
the Comintern (members in the KPP, KPZU, and KPZB) rose from 
1 1 , 6 0 0 in 1 9 3 1 to 1 5 , 1 0 0 in 1 9 3 2 and 17,800 in 1933 (in all these 
figures, imprisoned Communists and members of the Communist 
youth movements are not included).15 

Let us take 1933 as an example of the real quantitative strength 
of the movement. Besides almost 33,000 Communists in freedom, 
there were 6,340 in prison. 16 Thus, in 1 9 3 3 , there were approxi-
mately 40,000 committed Polish Communists, which under the 
circumstance of having to operate as a secret, conspiratorial orga-
nization must be regarded as quite impressive. 

There was considerable fluctuation in the movement's quantita-
tive strength. With the economic crisis and the unemployment that 
followed, the membership of the KPP rose more than threefold 
during the years 1930 to 1935 . After 1934, the quantitative 
strength of the movement decreased as a combined result of better 
economic conditions, sharpened government repression, and the 
negative influence of the Moscow trials. 

Of particular interest is the social composition of the move-
ment. It claimed to be the vanguard of the working class, but from 
1 9 3 1 onward, the proportion of the industrial workers in the 
movement fluctuated between only 1 1 percent and 17 percent.17 

This is sometimes regarded as a proof of the movement's failure to 
attract workers, 18 but this figure is misleading if not seen against 
the occupational structure of Poland. According to the census 
of 1 9 2 1 , the proportion of the industrial proletariat actually 
amounted to only 1 7 percent of the working population. 19 Poland 
was predominantly an agricultural country: according to the same 
1 9 2 1 census, peasants and agricultural laborers amounted to 74 
percent of the population. This fact was mirrored in the social 
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composition of the Communist movement. In the 1930s in the 
Ukraine and Byelorussia, the territories covered by the KPZU and 
KPZB, peasants and agricultural laborers amount to 70 to 80 per-
cent of the membership of the movement. In ethnic Poland, the 
territory of the KPP, from 1 9 3 2 and onward, this category consti-
tuted 30 to 40 percent of its members.20 Accordingly, in the 1930s, 
the Polish party was regarded by the Comintern as the most 
"peasant" of all the European Communist parties, which, inciden-
tally, could be one of the reasons why Stalin at a later stage said 
that introducing socialism in Poland would be like putting a saddle 
on a cow. 

A very important characteristic for understanding the function-
ing and image of the Polish Communist movement is its ethnic 
composition. The movement's internationalist profile and its con-
sistent orientation against the discrimination of ethnic minority 
group was a powerful point of attraction for the often persecuted 
Ukrainians, Jews, and Byelorussians. Poland's and Central East-
ern Europe's nationality problems were considered by the USSR as 
weak points and thus as a targets for the Communist offensive. 
Because of a growing Polish nationalism and the hardening poli-
cies against national minorities, the nationality problem became 
one of the most important propaganda weapons of the Commu-
nist movement, which also developed very active recruitment pro-
grams among ethnic minority groups. The formation and function-
ing of the KPZU, KPZB, and Centralne Biuro Zydowskie (Central 
Jewish Bureau, CJB) as parts of the general Polish Communist 
movement should be seen in this light. 

In one way, this ethnic policy proved almost too successful. In 
the 1930s, ethnic Poles themselves became a minority in the move-
ment. This was especially true in its youth organization. In the 
KZMP in 1930, ethnic Poles constituted 19 percent of the mem-
bership and in 1933 , 33 percent; at the same time, Ukrainians con-
stituted 18 percent and 17 percent, Byelorussians 1 2 percent and 
19 percent, and Jews 51 percent and 3 1 percent, respectively.21 

Image and Repressions 

Revolutionary upheaval was the stated overall goal of the Polish 
Communist movement. Political propaganda and active involve-
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ment in strikes and protest actions against the economic policies of 
the government were supposed to lead to the revolutionary mobi-
lization of the proletariat and to a Communist revolution. Signs 
that "Poland is close to a revolutionary crisis"22 were continu-
ously seen in nearly all large social conflicts. In reality, however, 
this revolutionary crisis never materialized. 

In fact, the Communists could probably have exploited Poland's 
economic problems and the associated social unrest in a more 
efficient manner. The average rate of industrial unemployment 
during the 1930s oscillated around 30 percent. During that de-
cade, there were several hundred strikes per year, with a peak 
reached in 1936 when 700,000 workers participated in over 2,000 
strikes, accounting for a total of almost four million workdays.23 

However, the Communists failed to induce revolutionary fervor 
into these conflicts, as the PPS and the Bund firmly controlled most 
of the workers. Likewise, the control of the main part of the 
peasants' movement remained in the hands of the Peasant party. 

It is highly probable that the two main reasons for this failure 
are to be found in the repressive action taken by the Polish regime 
and in the popular image of the Communist movement as an anti-
Polish agent of foreign interests. The large proportion of ethnic 
minorities in the movement and its pro-Soviet orientation contrib-
uted to this image, which was further strengthened by the tradi-
tional fear of Russia and the massive anti-Communist propaganda 
waged by the church and state authorities. As even the established 
opposition parties feared the Communists, on the question of 
fighting communism, the regime was never seriously criticized. 

The authorities fought the Communists through police action, 
propaganda, and administrative and legal measures. The move-
ment was exposed to close police surveillance, and the authorities 
often succeeded in planting police agents within its ranks. A se-
quence of sudden arrests could paralyze the movement on the local 
or even central level as, for instance, in 1934, when the party's 
central section for propaganda was nearly liquidated.24 As the 
danger of imprisonment and of being unable to resist the harsh 
interrogations concerning the identity of one's comrades and the 
functioning of the movement constantly followed its members, 
the party issued several written instructions for how to prepare for 
the possibility of being arrested and interrogated.25 The result of 
this constant danger was that most of the members of the Polit-
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buro, part of the Secretariat of the Central Committee, and all the 
major publications of the movement had to operate from abroad: 
Moscow, Berlin, Paris, or the Free City of Danzig (Gdansk). 

This meant a significant weakening of the organization of the 
party and the efficiency of the movement in general. As its strategy 
and tactics changed often and radically—either on orders from the 
Cominform or as a result of factional fights in the leadership—the 
slow flow of information and instructions from the top leadership 
to the members often resulted in ideological confusion and delays 
in implementation. But this situation also meant the necessity for 
local improvisations, which helped to foster a cadre of relatively 
enterprising local leaders.26 

As we will see, for those who went to prison, in addition to the 
personal suffering, sentences most often meant a strengthening of 
their revolutionary maturation and commitment: prison func-
tioned as a sort of Communist academy. The situation of the very 
large proportion of imprisoned Communists should thus be seen 
not only as a sign of the efficiency of the police apparatus and the 
Communist movement's failure but also as a process of utmost 
important for the crystallization of totally devoted and ideologi-
cally mature Communists. 

The exact number of imprisoned Communists is obscure. As 
even the numbers quoted by the official Polish sources differ from 
each other, we must attempt to make a discernible puzzle out of 
the scattered pieces of available information. 

During the 1920s and 1930s, a large number of those suspected 
of Communist activities were detained while undergoing investiga-
tion. According to one source,27 judged as reliable,28 the number 
of such persons was as follows (in thousands): 

1923 1926 1928 1930 1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 
1.4 2.4 2.8 3.8 5.3 6.9 6.0 5.7 7.6 

These numbers are confirmed by other sources. According to a 
source close to prewar Polish authorities, the number of Commu-
nists arrested for further investigation was 5,307 in 1931 and 6,982 
in 1932, while the number of temporarily detained is said to be 
10,999 I 9 3 I 15,639 in 1932.29 In 1933, the number of 
imprisoned Communists according to one Communist source was 
11,849,30 which probably includes those already sentenced, those 
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awaiting trial, and those temporarily arrested. Another source3 1 

claims that in 1 9 3 3 , 15 ,000 persons were arrested on grounds of 
suspicion of Communist activities; of those, 6,900 were said to 
be "put in prison." 

According to the same source, when the regime established the 
detention camp at Bereza Kartuska in June 1934 , where its oppo-
nents could be detained without court sentence, 12 ,000 persons 
suspected of membership in the Communist movement were 
arrested. Out of those, 6,000 were sent to the camp at Bereza or to 
ordinary prisons, while the remaining 6,000 were later released. 
Prior to the government's amnesty for political prisoners in 1936 , 
there must have been more than 8,500 imprisoned Communists, 
as 3 ,500 of them were released and the sentences of another 5,000 
were reduced in January of that year. 

According to official government information, 2,860 persons 
were arrested and accused of Communist activities in 1 9 3 7 , 1 ,868 
in 1 9 3 8 , and 1 ,982 in 1939 (when the KPP was already dissolved). 
According to Communist estimates, the number of those arrested 
were approximately 8,000 in 1 9 3 7 , 5,600 in 1938 , and 3,000 in 
1 9 3 9 ; out of those, 4,000 were said to be sentenced to prison in 
1 9 3 7 , 3,000 in 1938 , and 1 ,500 in 1939. In addition to those sen-
tenced, on the verge of the outbreak of the Second World War, 168 
Communists were still detained at Bereza Kartuska.32 Indeed, 
there is reason to regard as only moderately exaggerated the state-
ment that in the 1930s, of all the members of the Polish Commu-
nist party, "three quarters were behind bars . " 3 3 

This comment, however, must be understood as covering both 
those temporarily detained (preventive, short-time arrests of the 
suspects were frequent in connection with social disturbances, 
different Communist or state holidays, etc.), those awaiting trial, 
and those already sentenced. In any case, being a Communist 
meant to have served, to serve, or to be extremely likely to serve a 
prison sentence. 

Ideology, Politics, Cl imate 

The essence of the ideological climate in the Polish Communist 
movement was created by the members' loyalty to the cause of 
international Communism and to the "fatherland of international 
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proletariat," the Soviet Union. To be sure, this was not sufficient 
to result in a monolithic ideological profile for all groups and fac-
tions: there existed an ideological common denominator for all 
Polish Communists, but there also existed wide differences on 
questions of strategy and tactics. 

On the level of practical action, this climate was largely focused 
around the party's attitudes toward Polish national aspirations 
and toward other parties on the Polish left. It was also deeply 
affected by the situation of illegality and its consequences: the ne-
cessity for conspiratorial action, the threats to and concerns for 
the security of the movement, and the personal security of its 
members. In addition, it was influenced by the ideological tradi-
tions of the movement and by the growing dependence on the 
Comintern and the Soviet party, as well as by general political 
trends in European and Polish politics. On top of all this, Polish-
Jewish Communists had to confront the political forces operating 
on the "Jewish street" and the special problems that faced Polish 
Jewry. All these factors resulted in a specific ideological and 
psychological climate in which the identity of this generation 
emerged. 

As hinted at before, the Polish Communist movement had its 
ideological roots in the militant revolutionary, extremely interna-
tionalist traditions of the Luxemburgist SDKPiL. Most of the 
ideologically important figures of the movement were fostered in 
this tradition, which also included many of those who later came 
to oppose it. Although the Luxemburgist strategy was abandoned 
on the orders of the Comintern already in the 1920s, and the Lux-
emburgist tradition was sharply criticized on Stalin's orders at the 
beginning of the 1930s,3 4 the Luxemburgist legacy remained with 
a militant minority in the movement. For them, Rosa Luxemburg 
remained a revolutionary hero and a source of Communist iden-
tification.35 

Another element in the ideological heritage of the movement— 
one that was to contribute to its tragic fate—was its intensive 
admiration and support for Trotsky in his feud with Stalin in the 
1920s. Trotsky was admired as an internationalist, a Communist 
theoretician, and a military leader, and the leadership of the Polish 
movement sided with him almost from the outset of his conflict 
with Stalin. In December 1923 , the Central Committee of the 
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KPRP sent a letter to the Russian party in which it stated that " f o r 
our party, nay for the whole Comintern, for the whole revolution-
ary world proletariat, the name of Comrade Trotsky is insolubly 
connected with the victory of the Soviet Revolution, with the Red 
Army, with Communism.. . . We refuse to admit the possibility 
that Comrade Trotsky could be put outside the ranks of the lead-
ers of the Russian Communist Party and those of the Communist 
International."36 This credo of faith in Trotsky was repeated in 
another letter in January 1924 and in internal Polish discussions. 

But the Polish party had backed the wrong horse. Trotsky lost 
his fight, and in the years to come, Trotskyism was to denote not 
only his particular program but every attempt to oppose the official 
ideological line. Trotskyism was violently suppressed, and those 
who openly sympathized with Trotsky were purged from the 
movement. But the Trotskyist heritage remained, influencing party 
members as a source of ideological conflict, inquisitory suspicions, 
or personal doubt. 

The ideological party profile and climate within the movement 
in the 1930s must be seen in the perspective of these denied or 
suppressed, but still present, legacies of the past. The changing 
ideological line of the party, its strategy and tactics toward the 
Polish state and toward other left-wing parties, was mainly deter-
mined for reasons of political expediency by the Comintern. 
However, the traditionally held ideological values and attitudes 
that had crystallized under the influence of Luxemburgist and—to 
a lesser extent—Trotskyist traditions were difficult to erase, form-
ing a deep layer on which attitudes toward political adversaries 
and competitors were founded. As a result, even if changing 
orientations were accepted as tactical necessities, they often caused 
confusion on the part of individual members and violent debates 
inside the movement. In regard to the other parties on the political 
left, the changing tactics never shook the fundamental hostility 
based on the conviction of possessing the exclusive political truth. 

From the point of view of the rank and file of the movement, 
these changes of orientation were sudden and radical, especially in 
regard to the political tactics toward the general Polish left. The 
common membership had to accept the new orientations, however 
they changed, and carry them out in their practical work. Gradual-
ly, in line with Leninist organizational principles,37 this situation 
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was to crystallize in a blind party obedience, symbolized in the 
expression, "the Party knows better," and founded on the convic-
tion that the collective body of the movement is always right. 

The party's attitude toward the newborn Polish state at the be-
ginning was clearly negative, wholly in the spirit of the anti-
nationalist SDKPiL tradition. As the hopes for a victorious Com-
munist revolution in Germany, or for a Soviet victory in the 
Polish-Soviet war, did not materialize, the Communists half-
heartedly accepted Poland's independence and decided in Febru-
ary 1 9 2 1 to join the elections that were to take place a year later. 
Despite this official change of attitude, however, the party never 
recognized Poland's sovereignty over the territories won from the 
Soviets and was at least unclear over the question of the territories 
recovered by Poland from Germany. In the 1930s , acting on Soviet 
instructions, the Polish party supported German claims to Silesia 
and Pomerania and attacked the Versailles Treaty. It stated (at the 
party's sixth congress in 1932) , 

In regard to Upper Silesia and the Pomeranian corridor the victorious 
Polish proletariat will annul rulings of the imperialist treaties and will 
ensure the population of these lands the right to self-determination even 
as far as secession from Poland. In regard to Gdansk , KPP fights the yoke 
imposed on it by Poland and the League of Nations, fights the annexation 
policy of Polish imperialism and recognizes the right of the population of 
Gdansk , detached by force from Germany to unite with Germany 
again. 3 8 

The changed needs of the Soviet Union after Hitler's rise to power 
resulted in the Polish party beginning to express patriotic 
sentiments39 in its efforts to establish a joint anti-Fascist front. 
Whether this was only a matter of tactics or a sincerely felt new 
orientation is beside the point. What matters in this context is that 
although this attempt to create a new image had some external 
success, it was perceived by the members as merely a supplement 
to traditional Communist internationalism. 

In retrospect, it appears that, in addition to its ethnic composi-
tion, the Communist movement's insensibility to Polish national-
ism and its ambiguous attitude toward the Polish state constituted 
the main source of the popular hostility that surrounded it. It 
appears equally clear, however, that this course of action and this 
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ideological profile could hardly have been different. The age of 
national or nationalist communism had not yet arrived. Extreme 
internationalism and genuine identification with the Soviet Union 
as the symbol of successful revolution, which held the promise for 
the future of mankind, left a very limited margin of available 
choice in regard to this question. Perhaps much could have been 
different, but, in all probability, not this.40 

The Communist policies toward the other parties on the Polish 
left constituted a zigzag oscillation between total rejection and an 
uncompromising fight, on the one hand, and calls for cooperation, 
on the other. 

In the time of revolutionary fervor and belief in the coming 
Communist upheaval in Poland ( 1 9 1 9 - 1 9 2 1 ) , the Communists 
espoused a hostile, exclusive attitude toward the non-Communist 
left. However, following the Comintern's decision in favor of 
a new orientation, the Polish movement called, in April 1922 , 
for cooperation and the establishment of a united front. As this 
policy proved to be unsucessful, on the orders of the Comintern— 
which now called the Social Democrats "the third party of the 
bourgeoisie"—in July 1924, the Polish movement adopted the tac-
tics of "revolutionary activism," "internal "bolshevization," and 
the slogan of a "united front from below." In its practical imple-
mentation, this latter meant a policy of going behind the back of 
the leadership of the Socialist parties and attempting to infiltrate 
their ranks. At the sixteenth congress of the Comintern in 1928, 
Social Democrats were called "social traitors" and "the sleeping 
partners of Fascism," while the Polish parties of the PPS and the 
Bund were called "direct branches of fascism." This attitude 
reflected the militant leftist turn within both the international 
and Polish Communist movement, as well as the conviction of an 
impending revolution. However, after the Nazi upheaval in Ger-
many in 1 9 3 3 , in January 1934, the Russian party formulated 
again the idea of cooperation with the Social Democrats. This was 
followed up and adopted by the Comintern (July-August 1935) 
and by the Polish party, which made contact with the PPS and the 
Bund to establish an "anti-Fascist popular front." These offers to 
cooperate were repeatedly rejected by the Socialists, who insisted 
that "there can be no talk of a united front as long as the Com-
munists regard the policy of the Second International as a betrayal 
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of the interests of the working c lass . " 4 1 Fearing infiltration, they 
forbade their rank and file any dealings with the Communists 
without permission of the leadership. In this situation, the Com-
munists secretly returned to the tactics of infiltration. They were 
more successful in this than in implementing their officially de-
clared policy. 

As hinted at earlier, this Communist line toward other left par-
ties must be seen on two levels: (i) the practical implementation of 
the tactical considerations of the Polish leadership and of the in-
structions from the Comintern; and (z) fundamental ideological 
attitudes, deeply rooted in ideological values and dogmas. On the 
first level, tactical expedience prevailed: the conflict and debates 
among members of the movement focused on the issue of the best 
tactics to attain their goals. On the second level, there was a con-
sistent hostility rooted in a conviction concerning the exclusive 
Communist right to represent the true interest of the working 
masses and to carry through the historically devised scheme of 
social change and social justice. 

These internal factors—the Luxemburgist tradition, the support 
for Trotsky and its consequences, the violent ideological debates 
inside the movement, the growing dependence on the Comintern 
and the Soviet Union, the ideological and tactical attitudes toward 
the non-Communist left and the Polish state, the social and ethnic 
composition of the movement, its illegality, the conspiratory na-
ture of its activities, and the constant threat of imprisonment— 
created the background for the specific ideological and psychol-
ogical climate that permeated the Communist movement during 
these years. 

Another part of this background was the larger political and 
cultural scene, where the Fascist winds seemed to blow all over 
Europe: the rising aggressive might of Italy, Hilter's takeover in 
Germany, and the Spanish Civil War. The significance of these 
factors in the context of the special climate that permeated the 
Polish Communist movement was immense. It meant the crushing 
of the German Communist party, the second largest and strongest 
in the international Communist movement, and a dramatic end to 
the hopes for a Communist revolution in Germany as the spark for 
a worldwide Communist upheaval. It also meant an end to the 
convenient situation in which Germany and the Free City of Dan-
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zig were used as the main bases of operation for the KPP. Above 
all, it meant that a mighty Nazi Germany could threaten the Soviet 
Union. Even in Poland, after Marshal Pilsudski's death on May 
1 2 , 1935 , there began a process of semi-Fascist change. To Com-
munists, all this seemed to imply the onslaught of fascism all over 
Europe. 

The members of the generation lived in an atmosphere of in-
tense tension and deep devotion to their cause. As one put it, " M y 
old friends had families, children, but I had the party and the com-
rades. . . . We did not live our own lives, we were living the life of 
the party, the problems of the movement . . . . I was married to the 
party, my personal life had to wait." A Communist was a total 
rebel, perceived and perceiving himself or herself as the number 
one enemy of the present society. Rejecting nearly all principles of 
the current social order and being convinced of the coming revolu-
tion, they lived in two different time dimensions: that of today— 
the struggle—and that of tomorrow—society after the Commu-
nist victory. 

Unlike the present society with its deep class and ethnic divi-
sions, they perceived themselves as comrades, as all would become 
in the future. The old world seemed to them to be breaking down, 
but the redemptive revolution appeared as mortally threatened by 
both internal and external enemies. Acting under the constant 
threat of imprisonment, and in deep conspiracy, they shared a 
fervent sense of mission but also of the threats to this mission; a 
deep cohesion and brotherhood but also an endless suspicion of 
treachery and fear of heresy; great hope and great fear and a sense 
of being actors in a gigantic, decisive struggle. 

It was in this climate that the identity of these young Commu-
nists took form. This climate was propitious to the development of 
a strong collective sense of historical mission, of the unity of 
perception and action, a common view of the world and one's 
place in it. But it was also highly propitious to the development of 
those particular traits that at a later stage would give rise to 
anomalies. 



Chapter Five 

Jews and the Polish 
Communist Movement 

The participation of Jews in the Polish Communist movement has 
given rise to many stereotypes, the most persistent of which is that 
of Zydokomuna (Jewish Communist conspiracy). This stereotype 
was very powerful in Poland between the wars, especially after 
Marshal Pilsudzki's death: its psychological strength lay in com-
bining a general Polish fear of Russia with anti-Communist senti-
ments and anti-Jewish attitudes. In turn, because anti-Semitism 
was one of the main forces that drew Jews to the Communist 
movement, Zydokomuna meant turning the effects of anti-
Semitism into a cause of its further increase.1 

In fact, people of Jewish origin constituted a substantial part of 
the Polish Communist movement. In general, however, Commu-
nist ideals and the movement itself enjoyed only very limited sup-
port among Polish Jewry. 

Jews in the Communist Movement 

Jewish participation in the Polish Communist movement began 
before 19 18 and increased in the early 1920s. In 1 9 2 1 , the united 
Communist party integrated splinter groups from the Poaley Zion 
and from the Fereinigte Yiddische Sozialistische Arbeiterpartei— 
"Fereinigte." In 1923, the Kombund, a large splinter group con-
sisting of between one-fifth and one-fourth of the Bund's mem-
bership, joined the Communists. Shortly afterward, the Central 

95 
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Jewish Bureau for organizing Communist activities on the "Jewish 
street," as it was called, was established.2 Many Jews joined the 
Communist movement in the second half of the 1920s (especially 
between 1926 and 1928), and others joined in the 1930s, when the 
activities of the legal Communist front organizations dramatically 
intensified. 

As previously noted, throughout the whole interwar period, 
Jews constituted a very important segment of the Communist 
movement. According to Polish sources and to Western estimates, 
the proportion of Jews in the KPP was never lower than 22 per-
cent. In the larger cities, the percentage of Jews in the KPP often 
exceeded 50 percent and in smaller cities, frequently over 60 
percent.3 Given this background, a respondent's statement that 
"in small cities like ours, almost all Communists were Jews" does 
not appear to be a gross exaggeration. 

The proportion of Jewish membership in the KPP reached its 
peak in 1930 at 35 percent. During the remainder of the 1930s, 
the proportion is said not to have exceeded 24 percent. However, 
there are data suggesting that it might have increased further in the 
large cities: Jewish membership in the Communist organization in 
Warsaw increased dramatically, from 44 percent in 1930 to over 
65 percent in 1937.4 

All in all, most estimates put the proportion of Jews in the KPP 
at an average of from 22 to 26 percent throughout the 1930s.5 In 
the semiautonomous KPZU and KPZB, the percentage of Jewish 
members was at least similar to that in the KPP.6 

In the Communist youth organizations, the proportion of Jew-
ish members was even higher than in the party itself. In 1930, Jews 
constituted 51 percent of the KZMP, while ethnic Poles were only 
19 percent (the remaining number was composed of Ukrainians 
and Byelorussians). And in 1933, Jews made up 31 percent as 
compared to ethnic Poles who made up 3 3 percent.7 If we assume 
that Polish-Jewish Communists constituted between one-third and 
one-fourth of the total membership of the whole movement (KPP, 
KPZB, KPZU, and their youth organizations) in the 1930s, this 
would approximate between 5,000 and 8,400 Jewish Commu-
nists, without counting those in prison. If we include those impris-
oned, the total number of Jews in the Communist movement in 
Poland during that period would probably rise to between 6,200 
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to 10,000 individuals.8 In addition, Jews were in an overwhelming 
majority in the Polish MOPR (Miedzynarodowa Organizacja 
Pomocy Rewolucjonistom, International Organization for Help to 
the Revolutionaries), which collected money for and channeled 
assistance to imprisoned Communists. In 1932, out of 6,000 mem-
bers in the MOPR, about 90 percent were Jews.9 

The qualitative significance of Jewish Communists was even 
larger than their sheer numbers would indicate. Despite the fact that 
party authorities consciously strove to promote classically proleta-
rian and ethnically Polish members to the cadres of leaders and 
functionaries, Jewish Communists formed 54 percent of the field 
leadership of the KPP in 1935. Moreover, Jews constituted a total 
of 75 percent of the party's technika, the apparatus for production 
and distribution of propaganda materials. Finally, Communists of 
Jewish origin occupied most of the seats on the Central Commit-
tees of the KPRP and KPP.10 

This situation can only be accounted for by a combination of 
three factors: the attractiveness of Communist ideals to at least a 
section of the Jewish population, the social composition of the 
Communist movement, and the cultural and social characteristics 
that Jewish Communists brought with them into the movement. 
As for the appeal of the Communist movement, suffice it to say 
that it opposed anti-Semitism in a more vigorous way than any 
other Polish political party. Promising to build a society free from 
both national and class oppression, it had a great potential for 
attracting radicalized, angry, and disappointed young Jews. As for 
structural and cultural factors, one must remember that Polish 
society was still predominantly rural: 63 percent of the ethnic 
Poles, 97 percent of the Ukrainians, and 97 percent of the Byelo-
russians came from rural settings, while 76 percent of all Jews lived 
in cities. While 74 percent of Poland's total population and 58.8 
percent of the ethnic Poles were found in agricultural occupations, 
only 4.3 percent of Jews were of the same category.11 Thus, in the 
predominantly rural population of Poland, Jews constituted a 
highly urbanized group, with a proportionally larger probability 
of perceiving the injustices of the capitalist society—which were 
easier to perceive in urban settings—and of exposure to radical 
ideologies. 

The social structure of Polish society was mirrored in the Polish 
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Communist movement. As mentioned earlier, in the 1930s, 
peasants and agricultural workers constituted 30 to 40 percent of 
the membership of the KPP, which had a much more urbanized 
membership than the KPZU and the KPZB. During the same 
period, Jews constituted about 24 percent of the members of the 
KPP, and, as the number of Jewish peasants was negligible, we 
arrive at a picture of a party in which Jews constituted about 37 
percent of its nonpeasant membership. With this background, it is 
no wonder that the relatively high degree of formal or informal 
education and intellectual sophistication among Jewish Commu-
nists, their devotion, and their ideological fervor paved the way for 
their rise to the positions of leadership and for their importance to 
the movement as a whole. 

Was, then, the stereotype of Zydokomuna basically correct? 
Even if we were to accept the claim made by Jewish Communists 
after the war that "of the highest number of votes the Communists 
ever polled in Poland, i.e., of the 266,528 votes collected on sever-
al lists of front organizations at the Sejm elections of 1928, two-
fifths were cast by Jews," it would mean that Communist ideals 
were sympathetic to only about 5 percent of all Jewish voters. 12 

The total picture that emerges is thus one of the very important 
role Jews played in the Polish Communist movement of the time 
and, at the same time, a general Jewish community far from sym-
pathetic to communism. 

The Party Line 

The Communist movement's attitudes toward the problems that 
faced Polish Jews focused on three different but closely connected 
topics: anti-Semitism, Jewish ethnicity, that is, Jewish culture and 
religion, and, finally, Jewish political ideologies and movements, 
particularly the Bund and Zionism. 

Besides the PPS, the Communist party was the only general 
Polish party energetically and continuously to oppose anti-
Semitism.13 In accordance with the stand taken by the internation-
al Communist movement, anti-Semitism was regarded as a prod-
uct of the capitalist system, as "a tool for rooting capitalism and 
the blackest reaction," and, for its capacity to split the working 
class, as " ' the most terrible danger' to an effective class strug-
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gle of all the nationalities in Poland." Because of that, as stated 
in a resolution at the fourth party congress in 1927, "the party 
should resolutely fight for the national equality of the Jewish 
working masses, against bourgeois anti-Semitism and chauvinism 
which aim at diverting the attention of the Polish and Jewish 
working masses from the struggle against their oppressors and ex-
ploiters, against the Fascist dictatorship." As such, anti-Semitism 
was to be fought without quarter. 

This ideological stand was repeatedly expressed in connection 
with the government's anti-Jewish policies, the worsening social 
situation of Jews and the pogroms. As for the latter, the KPP fre-
quently denounced pogroms and their organizers, seeing them as 
"the manipulations of the reaction" and calling on Polish workers 
and peasants to defend Jews not only out of human compassion but 
also because "those workers and peasants who passively observe 
while Fascism murders the Jewish poor commit a crime against 
their own class interest." 14 Analyzing the bloody pogrom in 
Brzesc in May 1 3 , 1937 , perhaps the most reputable Communist 
publicist, Julian Brun, wrote in Przeglad, the theoretical organ of 
KPP, "Pogroms must be seen as a dangerous attack by the reac-
tionaries, aiming at weakening and splitting the anti-Fascist 
forces." 1 5 Consequently, the KPP frequently called for the crea-
tion of joint defense groups against the pogroms over ethnic and 
party lines. 

In fact, although most probably honest,16 these Communist 
calls must also be seen as part of the divisive tactics of the "united 
front from below." Thus, when in 1936 the KPP called on the PPS, 
the Bund, and the Ukrainian Social Democratic party jointly to 
fight anti-Semitism, those parties were suspicious of Communist 
intentions and considered the proposal to be propaganda. In any 
case, although such attempts did not result in a broad struggle 
against anti-Semitism over party lines, they strongly contributed 
to increased Communist sympathies among Jews and added to 
the attractiveness of the movement's internationalist profile. The 
Communist point of view, according to which a lasting and 
fundamental solution to anti-Semitism could only be achieved 
through a basic upheaval of the social and economic foundations 
of society, thus carried a great appeal to a relatively large segment 
of the young Jewish generation. 
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This firm stand against anti-Semitism did not mean, however, 
an undivided affirmative attitude toward Jewish ethnicity. On this 
point, Polish Communist attitudes followed the Soviet party line17 

and were thus ambiguous. In a longer time perspective, the "pro-
gressive" solution to the "Jewish problem" was seen in assimila-
tion. In a shorter time perspective, the Communist movement 
voiced a program for secular, state-sponsored schools, with Yid-
dish as the language of instruction, and for vaguely described free 
cultural development. In other words, "it tolerated linguistic and, 
to some extent, cultural Jewish autonomy, but this always stemmed 
from practical needs rather than comprehension of the Jewish 
national problem." Judged from today, one has to agree with the 
opinion that the Communist line with regard to Jews "meant only 
an extension of the period within which the assimilation would be 
accomplished on the principle of the melting pot ." 1 8 

The Communist attitude toward Judaism as a religion and the 
traditions that stemmed from it was radically negative. Judaism 
was seen as sheer superstition that should be rejected and worked 
against, as also was the influence of "Jewish clericalism" on the 
masses.19 

This general line was not perceived in a unitary way by all Jew-
ish Communists. There were those, the "Jewish Jews," who whol-
ly believed in the offically proclaimed Soviet policy of just treat-
ment for all nationalities and their free cultural development. 
There were also others, the assimilationists, who tended to com-
plete the process of Polonization within the movement, or those, 
the "universalists," who thought and hoped that the Communist 
line would eventually result in "one humanity, because all the 
other differences are not important and will disappear," as one 
respondent said. Thus, for some, communism meant the possibil-
ity to downplay the importance of ethnic boundaries and of a 
peaceful symbiosis of ethnic cultures in a society without class 
oppression; for others, it meant the possibility of a radical deeth-
nification of society; for still others, it meant individual prospects 
for escaping Jewish particularity and for severing bonds with an 
ascribed identity. Varying in intensity and interlaced with each 
other, all these perceptions were similar in being rooted in the 
same burden of the Jewish stigma. 

Acting on the "Jewish street," the Communist movement had to 
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compete with the Jewish political parties. Taking a stand on the 
concrete issues facing Polish Jews—the problem of taxation, anti-
Jewish economic boycotts, pauperization, the lack of state support 
for Jewish schools, and so on—the Communists frequently pro-
posed the same solutions as the Bund, the Zionists, or even the reli-
gious parties. Yet, determined "to achieve a dominant position on 
the Jewish street,"20 they also had to attack these parties for alleged 
political and ideological wrongdoing. This line was coherent in-
sofar as the Communists were convinced that the "Jewish prob-
lem" could only find a definite solution through a revolutionary 
struggle under their leadership, "because the victory of the pro-
letariat will mark the equality of rights for all the oppressed 
nationalities."21 Consequently, they regarded all competing Jew-
ish parties with a fundamental hostility. All the proposed coopera-
tion, common fronts, and alliances were never more than tactics. 
In practice, there was a continuous struggle for power, in which 
infiltration, diversion, ideological debate, disruption of meetings, 
and even violent fist fights were frequently used. 

This Communist line on the Jewish street followed the notion of 
"social-fascism." It was pursued until 1933, when Hitler came to 
power in Germany with his radically anti-Jewish rhetoric and 
program. The immediate result of this was a rise of Jewish nation-
al sentiments in Poland and a consequent decrease in Communist 
influence. As Hitler was perceived as a threat to the Soviet Union, 
the line against the "Social-Fascists" was replaced by the idea of a 
popular front, which the KPP (March 1933) proposed to the PPS, 
the Bund, and the Poaley Zion Left. Although the Communist calls 
for cooperation were, after repeated negotiations, turned down, 
the appeal of the slogans for a "Proletarian Popular Front" or an 
"Anti-Fascist Front," coupled with the secret "popular front from 
below" and the calls for joint actions against the pogroms, led the 
Communists to regain their strength on the Jewish street. Other 
factors that also contributed to this was the very successful pro-
paganda on the subject of the achievements of Jews in the Soviet 
Union, propagated through the Communist front organizations 
Gezerd and Agroid as well as the growth of violently anti-Semitic 
Fascist or semi-Fascist organizations in Poland. 

These calls for unity against anti-Semitism and fascism, coupled 
with the polemics against Jewish nationalism and Jewish separat-
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ism (i.e., in the Communist vocabulary, the Bund and the Zion-
ists) and attempts to infiltrate the ranks of non-Communist parties 
and organizations, were to last until the dissolution of the KPP in 
1938. 

The Dissolution 

The dissolution of the KPP was part of the Great Purge of 1937— 
38. During this purge, almost all Polish Communists who found 
themselves in the Soviet Union were shot or sent to concentration 
camps. This was a fate met by the entire leadership of the KPP and 
all those minor functionaries who fell into Soviet custody. The 
exact number of victims is unknown; estimations run from "sever-
al hundred"22 to "some five thousand."23 In the opinion of the 
respondents, the truth lies somewhere in between. The proportion 
of Jews among the victims of this purge was very high. 

The KPP was formally dissolved by the Comintern at the end of 
1938. The exact date of the decision is not known. The official 
reason for dissolution was the disintegration of the KPP and its 
infiltration by police spies and provocateurs, on one hand, and by 
the Trotskyists, on the other. The real reason has never been 
stated, not even when the KPP was rehabilitated in February 1956. 
Probably Stalin never forgot or forgave the support the KPP gave 
Trotsky. However, the principal reason for the dissolution of the 
KPP was most probably the fact that the Soviet leadership was 
contemplating an alliance with Nazi Germany, which the KPP 
with its large Jewish membership could be expected to resist 
violently. 

The result of the ideological and psychological climate of abso-
lute faithfulness and obedience toward the Soviet party and the 
Comintern, and the mutual ideological suspicion within the rank 
and file of the KPP, was that the decision to dissolve the party met 
with little resistance. The only protest came from a small Trot-
skyist group under the leadership of Isaac Deutscher, who accused 
the Comintern of "ultra-rightist deviation" and anti-Semitism. 

When the purges took place, those whose story is being told 
here were either rank and file members of the movement or minor 
functionaries. The importance of the purges for their later life 
career is obvious. Had the purges and the dissolution of the KPP 
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not taken place, their careers in the Soviet Union during the war 
and in Poland afterward would have been completely different in 
many respects. In any case, they owe their lives to the paradoxical 
situation of either serving sentences in Polish prisons or being 
otherwise unable to go to the Soviet Union at a time when their 
leaders and older comrades, among whom were several of their 
former recruiters and mentors, perished there. 



Chapter Six 

In the Movement 

"In the movement, a new world opened itself up for me, a world of 
struggle and of sacrifice, a world of solidarity, of understanding 
the mechanisms of society. . . . To be a Communist meant both to 
act in the movement and to develop oneself as a human being.. . . 
In the movement, one became a new person, one gained respect for 
oneself . . . . Everything seemed clear, we were convinced of victory, 
the question was only when and how." 

When they joined the Communist movement at the end of the 
19 20s and in the beginning of the 19 3 os, they were very young. Those 
from poor homes of workers, artisans, and petty traders joined at 
around the age of 1 7 , while those from better-off families started 
their revolutionary career when they were 18 to 24 years old. Most 
belonged to the former category. At the time of joining the move-
ment, they were about to inherit their parents' occupations and social 
positions. Those from assimilated homes of the intelligentsia and 
professionals, and the small number of "Jewish Jews" from better-
off traditional homes, had just completed or were about to complete 
their high school studies or were studying at a university level. 

Becoming a contemporary committed Communist was not a 
sudden act but rather a gradual process of increasing active in-
volvement, paralleled with withdrawal from those social settings in 
which the peers grew up. The movement was illegal, and its mem-
bers were forced underground, living in the midst of an over-
whelmingly anti-Communist population and under the constant 
threat of repression. The movement was also part of a worldwide, 
international struggle for nothing less than the fundamental 
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change of the very foundations of human society. The joint effect 
of this situation was a specific sense of revolutionary loneliness 
and mission, an intense cohesion, a feeling of brotherhood, and a 
readiness for personal sacrifice on the altar of the struggle. It 
meant a new self-respect and feeling of importance but also an 
increasing vigilance and remoteness and a functional attitude con-
cerning interpersonal relations. 

Whether from traditional or Orthodox homes, from the poor or 
from the middle and upper-middle class, their participation in the 
movement meant sharing a common and unifying social predica-
ment. Despite all differences in their social background, and the 
specifics connected to working on the Jewish street or in predomi-
nantly non-Jewish surroundings, the situation of acting as a Com-
munist activist constituted a common denominator, with a similar 
impact on them all. Participation in the movement meant taking 
active part in and organizing demonstrations, strikes, political 
meetings, propaganda, and ideological schooling. It also meant an 
ongoing internalization and identification with the movement's 
values, norms, and objectives. Having similar social consequence 
on each member's life situation and personal career, this common 
denominator formed a powerful unifying factor in their identity 
formation as individuals and in the collective formation of their 
generation. 

Act ions and Perceptions 

Active involvement in the movement meant a further stimulus to 
their previously initiated pattern of geographic mobility. Some 
were assigned tasks outside their own towns and townships: such 
travels took them to other towns (or, more seldom, to the country-
side), offering contacts with other Communists, stimulating their 
curiosity and broadening their perspectives. Often this preceded a 
stage of moving permanently to the larger cities. Others moved to 
these cities to avoid the attention of the police, to search for jobs 
(when their Communist activities became well known, it was 
often quite impossible to keep one's old job or get a new one), or 
hungering for a more stimulating milieu than their small town. 

This pattern of geographic mobility is typical for those coming 
from small towns and townships. Often, sometime later, younger 
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comrades from their hometowns would follow in their footsteps. 
In this, the traditional residential pattern of Polish Jews was mag-
nified: if Polish Jewry was predominantly urban, Polish-Jewish 
Communists tended to be even more so. 

This geographic mobility was not followed by social mobility, 
at least not in the common sense of the term. In the larger towns, 
there was a scarcity of apartments and unemployment. After mov-
ing to Warsaw, Lvov, Lodz, Vilna, Cracow, or other large cities, 
they were often unemployed or took on sporadic work or jobs 
similar to those they had in their hometowns. They stayed either 
with relatives or in cheap furnished rooms, which they often 
shared with several roommates. However, moving to the city did 
mean a certain kind of upward social mobility. One respondent 
recalled, "In Warsaw, life was not easy, especially at the begin-
ning. After some time, I got a job in a tailor workshop, I earned 
little and lived in a furnished room with five other men. But I did 
not regret it, and after some time, I would not have moved back 
for anything in the w o r l d . . . . I met new, more experienced com-
rades, we discussed, I read very m u c h . . . . I was learning so much 
that was n e w . . . . I started to think about studying at a teachers' 
seminary, life was exciting." Another said, "After some time, 
when the comrades got to know me better, I was recommended to 
become a funkcjonariusz [a full-time employee of the party] in the 
technika. I accepted. Of course, it was not for the money, as I was 
only paid as much as was absolutely necessary to live, but it was 
proof of their appreciation of my w o r k . . . . I knew the dangers, 
but I knew what I was doing and was very happy." 

Thus, at least partly connected to their participation in the 
movement, moving to the large cities meant further exposure to 
new ideas and styles of life, meeting new people, access to more 
and better educational and cultural opportunities, and an inten-
sified process of self-education. It also meant further involvement 
in the movement's activities and, in many cases, an advancement 
of position there. In this sense, the effect of geographic mobility 
was double: it facilitated one's actual or potential social mobility 
in the longer term and at the same time, resulted in a broadening 
of one's perspective and an increasing sense of self-respect. 

"We did away with all religion, but we had instead our Com-
munist feast days. They were very important for us, both because 
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of what they stood for and because they were splendid opportuni-
ties for different actions." Communist holidays constituted a com-
mon focal point for the activities of all these Communist peers, 
whether on the Jewish street or not. The most important holidays 
were the so-called Three L's (January 16 -2 1 ) , the anniversary of 
the death of Rosa Luxemburg, Karl Liebknecht, and Vladimir 
Lenin;1 International Working Women's Day (March 8); the 
anniversary of the Paris Commune uprising (March x8); the anni-
versary of Lenin's birth (April 10, not held every year); the 
Workers' Day of May 1 (which the PPS and the Bund could cele-
brate legally); the anniversary of the KPP's joining the Communist 
International in 1919 (July 20, not held every year); the Interna-
tional Day of Struggle Against the War (August 1, held by the KPP 
from 1929, i.e., from the fifteenth anniversary of the outbreak of 
World War I); International Youth Day (September 3); and the 
anniversary of the October Revolution (November 7). Besides 
these major holidays, there was also the anniversary of the death 
sentences carried out against four members of the Socialist party 
Proletariat in 1885 (January 28), the International Day of the 
Cooperative Movement (held on the first day of June)—the legal 
socialist parties could celebrate these two legally—and the 
anniversary of the foundation of the First International on 
November 7. Thus, as religious calendars are marked by numer-
ous occasions for recurrent celebrations, so was the Communist 
calendar marked by revolutionary feasts. 

Other proclaimed opportunities for action were the "marches 
of the hungry ones," the demonstrations of the unemployed and 
the Communist-organized strikes. Recurrent activities on all such 
occasions would be the distribution of leaflets and other written 
materials, posting flags and banners with revolutionary texts in 
visible places, oral propaganda at meetings and demonstrations, 
and intensified activities through the Communist front or Com-
munist infiltrated organizations. 

These recurrent opportunities for action were well known by 
the police, who were schooled in the details of the Communist 
calendar and maintained a large system of informers. The main 
repressive weapon against these actions was preventive arrests, 
wherein suspects would be arrested for the duration of the planned 
activity. To avoid such arrests, which often could paralyze the 
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actions, members were often instructed to go underground the day 
before. These instructions were so strictly enforced that Commu-
nists who did not succeed in avoiding the preventive arrests would 
be suspected of willfully surrendering themselves to the police. 
Both the preventive arrests and going in hiding would begin earlier 
and earlier: our interviews indicate that by the middle of the 
1930s, the arrest of Communists before the First of May in the 
large cities would already begin at the end of March and the begin-
ning of April. 

This pattern of recurrent opportunity for action, the activities 
planned in connection with them, the character of repressive 
police action, and the illegal, conspiratorial character of Commu-
nist tactics constituted a common denominator present in each 
member's life situation. One respondent recalled, "We had to act 
in the greatest possible secrecy. Everyone who participated in the 
activities was taught discipline and conspirarcy. . . . Even young-
sters were taught not to talk to anybody, not even to their parents 
or friends, and always to be punctual to the minute. We called it 
'conspiration and punctuality.' Drunkenness was completely for-
bidden, if somebody would be seen drunk, he would be thrown 
out of the party: drunks were regarded as weak and unreliable. 
Without conspiracy and discipline we would not have a 
chance.. . . But the biggest danger were szpicle [informers]." 

The basis of police action against the Communist movement 
was the intelligence operations aimed at uncovering its action 
program, tactics, organization, and inner life. The basic source of 
intelligence was the movement's own press, internal instructions 
and reports, leaflets, and proclamations. The latter two could be 
collected on the street, but internal materials, photographs, and 
instructions were most often collected during house searches, the 
arrest of the activists and couriers, and through informers inside 
the movement. As most of the regularly published Communist 
press operated from abroad, post offices were instructed to control 
all suspected foreign letters and parcels. All apprehended Com-
munist documents deemed important were summarized or copied 
and distributed to the local security offices and police. 

The inside informers and those apprehended who could not re-
sist police interrogations or who agreed to testify in court on the 
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promise of light punishment were the biggest danger to the secu-
rity of the movement. Through them, the security forces were able 
to receive detailed reports of meetings and conferences, informa-
tion about individual leaders and their personal relations, the 
structure of party authority, planned actions, the addresses of 
members, meeting places, printers, and the localities where pro-
paganda materials were stored. On the basis of these materials, files 
on all those whose names were ever mentioned in connection with 
subversive Communist activity were kept by the security forces. 
All such persons were to be kept under close surveillance.2 

Infiltration, searches, and arrests3 were the main weapons used 
in fighting the Communists. Under these circumstances, secrecy, 
conspiration, and discipline were of vital importance. Communist 
cells were composed of between four and ten members, to limit the 
danger of infiltration and because of the difficulty in finding secure 
meeting places for larger groups. The individual member was in 
principle not expected to know members of other cells. Theoreti-
cally, he or she was expected to know other cell members only by 
pseudonym. Places for meetings were chosen in secret and in-
formation about them given to the participants as late as possible, 
all to decrease the risk of leaks. Particularly in small cities, when-
ever possible, the meetings were held outdoors, in neighboring 
forests, or in local cemeteries. In the winter and at other times 
when this was not possible, the cell meetings would take place in 
"safe" places, most often in the facilities of officially non-
Communist organizations, like Esperanto clubs, or in the sym-
pathizers' apartments. The meeting places would be watched by 
guards, and participants would come and go individually or in 
small groups, in order not to attract attention. 

The organizational structure was hierarchical. Under the Cen-
tral Committee of the party with its different sections, there were 
distria committees that were superior to usually two or three re-
gional committees. City committees in a particular region were 
sorted under the regional committee and governed the work of 
neighborhood committees, which, in turn, were superior to the 
party cells. In the countryside, the party cells were sorted under 
zone committees, which were equivalent to the city committees. 
All contacts between the higher and lower organizational levels 
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of the movement were held by special contact persons, or instruc-
tors, who would transmit messages—orders, instructions, and 
reports—in both directions. 

The threats to the security of the movement and the extremely 
conspiratorial character of its activities resulted in demands on 
each individual member to be unconditionally disciplined and 
absolutely obedient to the security rules and orders. This was 
clearly perceived by the security section of the Polish interior 
ministry, which in a report from 1930 wrote that the occurrence of 
intensive Communist activity in spite of the relatively limited num-
ber of Communist organizations is "above all due to the iron disci-
pline which keeps a tight hold on the members of the organization 
and to the sophisticated methods of conspiracy. As regards party 
discipline, the unconditional subordination to the directives of the 
party leadership and irrevocable execution of received orders has a 
top priority." 

The ideological-political life of the movement and the existen-
tial situation of its members were reflected in the development of a 
special party slang and key words that for those involved had a 
deeply emotional or coded meaning. Thus komunista or prawd-
ziwy komunista (a true Communist) were used to describe a hero 
or an ideal member of the international Communist movement; 
towarzyszi4 (comrade) meant not only another member of the 
movement but also an intimate, even if unknown, partner in the 
struggle to reform the world; sympatyk (a sympathizer) meant a 
nonparty member who nevertheless could be supportive within 
certain limits, for instance, somebody who could lend his apart-
ment for a meeting or make a financial contribution to MOPR. 
Kadry or aparat (cadres, apparatus) meant the anonymous but vi-
tal backbone of the party structure, while masy or masy pracujace 
(masses or working masses) denoted the large, faceless social stra-
ta in whose name and for whose benefit Communists fought their 
struggle. Part of these masses could be sojusznicy, the allies at a 
particular stage of the struggle. Mtiiejszosc, wiekszosc, tnniejszos-
ciowiec, wiekszosciowiec (minority, majority, member of minor-
ity, member of majority) had a special meaning regarding ideolog-
ical attitudes and stands in relation to the previously mentioned 
debate that shook the foundations of the movement in 1926 and 
onward. The terms kontra or reakcja (counterrevolution or the 
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forces of reaction) denoted the anti-Communist forces; reformizm, 
socjalfaszysm, and nacjonalizm burzuazyjny (reformism, social 
fascism, and bourgeois nationalism) described the Social Demo-
cratic parties and their characteristics, while nacjonalizm zydows-
ki or burzuazyjny nacjonalizm zydowski (Jewish nationalism or 
bourgeois Jewish nationalism) denoted the Zionists or the Bund. 
Nacjonalizm, odchylenie nacjonalistyczne, odchylenie prawicowe, 
odchylenie prawicowo-nacjonalistyczne, lewactwo, trockizm 
(nationalism, nationalist deviation, rightist deviation, rightist-
nationalist deviation, ultra-leftism, Trotskyism) denoted different 
ideological dangers, sins, and heresies in the inner life of the move-
ment. 

There were also key words denoting various party activities and 
duties. Masowki (mass meetings) denoted meetings that Commu-
nists organized in connection with strikes or near factories when 
workers went to or from their jobs (although these meetings often 
lasted only five minutes and as a rule did not attract any masses). 
Uswiadamianie or upolitycznianie (enlightening, politicization) 
meant political propaganda, schooling, and indoctrination. Tech-
nika (technique) was the party's system of printing, storing, and 
distributing propaganda materials. Plakatowanie and sztandar-
owanie (placarding, flagging) were activities that would be carried 
out by a malarz or transparenciarz (painter or banner man). 

Informers and the traitors were also given special names. In the 
party slang, the former were called prowoki or szpicle (pro-
vocateurs, narks) and the latter, sypaki (talkers or gaffblowers). 
They were hated and held in deep contempt. The police apparatus 
for work against the Communists was called defa (short for de-
fense). Somebody who could not resist the interrogations and 
became a "gaffblower" could later become a regular informer. 
Sypaki would be isolated and excluded; prowoki often liquidated. 
Despite the restrictiveness on the use of violence, death sentences 
on such persons could be issued at the level of regional committees 
or, as some interviews indicate, as low as at the meetings of city 
committees in which a special representative of the Central Com-
mittee would participate.5 In regard to gaffblowers, those scared 
or forced to "talk," the party instructed its members to mob and 
assault them and, in prison, to use a total boycott against them. 
Such gaffblowers were totally excluded from the Communist 
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prison community to the point that nobody would utter a word to 
him or her, which more often than not resulted in nervous break-
downs or suicides. 

The demands of conspiracy were reflected in special code 
words. Szkarlatyna (scarlatina) or dezynfekcja (disinfection) 
meant searches, starszy brat (older brother) was a contact person 
from the central committee, mlodszy brat (younger brother) meant 
a contact person from the district committee, szpital (hospital) was 
police arrest, choroba (illness) was being arrested, epidemia 
(epidemy) was mass arrest, and posag (dowry) was bail. 

Thus, in this slang,6 known and used by them all, there were 
ideological key concepts and code words, symbols, conjurations, 
and invocations reflecting the perception of the core of their own 
social situation, of the problems in their struggle and their percep-
tion of friends and foes. This "private" language helped solidify 
their common identity and form their generation. 

Their images of friend and foe began with pictures of the ulti-
mate hero and the ultimate enemy. The heroes were those whose 
courage, ability, and behavior became legendary in the movement. 
These heroes could be Poles, Jews, or Ukrainians. However, at 
least in the recollections of our respondents, most of the heroes of 
their youth were, indeed, Jews. Examples were, for instance, 
Samuel Engel, who shot a police informer and was consequently 
sentenced to death; those who died during the harsh police inter-
rogations without betraying their comrades, like Adolf Reichman, 
who was killed in Bialystok in 1927 or Samson Bornstein, killed in 
Tarnow in 1932; those who were killed during Communist dem-
onstrations, like 14-year-old pioneer Wajnsztok and 14-year-old 
Fridman, both killed during the demonstration on Communist In-
ternational Youth Day in Warsaw in 1928. In the perception of 
these young Communists, these heroes were comrades of excep-
tional spiritual strength and devotion. In Communist folklore, 
songs were written about them. This was the case, for instance, 
with another Jewish Communist, Shayah Charnam, who was 
wounded by a plain-clothes police officer and died while organiz-
ing a workers' meeting in front of the Biderman factory in Lodz in 
1929. As the mythology and the songs were passed on, these 
heroes would grow to still larger semi-mythical size (at the same 
time as the exact details of their deeds, and even their names, 
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would be distorted).7 There were also heroes of godlike propor-
tions on the international Communist scene, like, for instance, 
Lenin and George Dimitrov. (For a small minority, even Trotsky 
was a hero, most often a secret one and perceived as a misunder-
stood martyr.) 

The hatred of political and ideological antagonists was based on 
a perception of the world as hostile. Among the ultimate enemies 
were those police informers and traitors whose actions brought 
disaster of unusual proportions. Symbolizing threat and treason, 
they were feared and despised exactly because the possibility of 
betrayal was inherent in every Communist's existential situation. 

In general terms, enemies could be divided into personal and 
impersonal ones. Personal enemies were mostly those who had 
once been comrades and had now become traitors or dissidents. 
Hatred for them was the most intense. Impersonal antagonists 
were either concrete or symbolic. The hostile classes and their 
instruments—the government, the political police, the prison au-
thorities, the capitalist state itself—were impersonal but concrete 
enemies, while some of their representatives, as, for instance, cer-
tain police officers known for their harsh methods of interrogation 
or some anti-Communist leaders, grew to embody impersonal 
symbols of the enemy. 

The hatred of foes was common to all Communists, Jewish and 
non-Jewish alike. There were differences, however. First, to the 
degree that certain major forces of the present society, for in-
stance, the semi-Fascist movements or the extremist part of the 
Catholic clergy, were connected to anti-Semitism, Jewish Com-
munists had one more and very personal reason to hate them. 
Second, although the Zionist movement and the Bund were per-
ceived as part of the hostile forces by all Polish Communists, for 
the non-Jewish Communists, they were impersonal and concrete, 
while in the perception of Jewish Communists, who had a deep, 
personal knowledge of these movements and of many of their 
members, they were both personal and impersonal, concrete and 
symbolic. Thus, applying to this situation a Jewish joke that says 
Jews are like everybody else, only more so, one could say with a 
little exaggeration that while all Polish Communists had many ob-
jects of hatred, the Jews among them had more and hated them 
more intensely. 
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Alienation and Commitment 

The relationship between participation in the movement and rela-
tions to one's parents and original milieu was another common 
element in the social situation of these young Communists. This 
point has three aspects: the previously described relationship be-
tween parents and children as a background to involvement in the 
Communist movement; the actual consequence of participation in 
the movement to these relations; and the reinforcing effects this 
had on these peers' political commitment. 

Let us recall that the unusually high level of radical politiciza-
tion was almost a rule in this demographic generation. These 
young, secular Jews were not looking for answers from their par-
ents but rather from the ideologies and movements they joined. 
Thus, involvement in a political movement was facilitated by the 
generational gap, which, in turn, grew still larger as a consequence 
of political involvement. If this was the case with the young 
Bundists and Zionists, it was even more so with the young Com-
munists, who not only sought answers to Jewish problems but 
wanted to change the whole world. 

Although the reaction of parents to their children's Communist 
involvement was sometimes passive tolerance or resigned accep-
tance, as a rule, it was strongly negative. This frequently led to 
prolonged and violent conflicts ending in the children leaving their 
parental homes and, sometimes, to a total break in the relations 
between parents and children. In this pattern, the class position of 
the parents seems to have been of minor importance. Instead, it 
appears that the intensity of their negative reactions followed divi-
sions in respect to degree of traditionalism: the more traditional or 
Orthodox the parents, the stronger their negative reactions. 

In most such cases, these situations were perceived by the chil-
dren as regrettable but unavoidable. For these young Communists, 
there existed an increasing gap of totally different values, attitudes, 
and images separating them from their parents and their "world of 
yesterday." As the gap between the generation grew, the Com-
munist movement increasingly became a substitute for their 
original families. 

This phenomenon was not exclusively Communist. The Zionist 
and Bundist movements, with their large profile of activities— 
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schools, summer camps, social clubs, and so on—and the fact of 
their legality, were able to function as social substitutes for the 
family. They "helped give party members the feeling that they re-
sided in a 'new world,' as opposed to the 'old world' of the home 
and the synagogue."8 The Communist movement lacked the pos-
sibility of having a legal network of economic, social, and cultural 
institutions similar to the other parties'. Instead, it could offer the 
young rebels the most radical and drastic break with the system of 
values and norms of their parents, the replacement of this system 
with a holistic, integral world outlook, and an immense hope con-
nected to "casting one's lot" with all those committed to reform-
ing the world. Hence, what was unique for the young Communists 
in regard to the world of their parents was not their estrangement 
as such but its ideological direction and dramatic intensity. 

Thus, becoming a devoted Communist was a mutually reinforc-
ing process of increasing isolation from an original social milieu 
and growing identification with the movement. The generational 
gap facilitated the children's involvement in the movement; in 
turn, this involvement increased the gap and further alienated the 
young Communists from the values and concerns of their parents; 
and again, this growing alienation had a reinforcing effect on their 
political commitment. Thus there formed an escalating spiral of 
alienation and commitment. As a result, the Communist move-
ment became their primary, or sometimes even their sole, frame of 
identification and reference. 

As will be described later, participation in the movement meant 
varying degrees of essentially similar deethnification. Its core was a 
denial of specifically Jewish concerns and prospects and of the im-
portance of a specifically Jewish self-assertion. As the growth of 
this deethnification paralleled an increasing commitment to the 
movement, it formed yet another expression of their estrangement 
from the hopes, sorrows, and perspectives prevailing in their 
original milieu. 

Isolation from the world outside the movement and one's spe-
cific predicament as its member was also reflected in their marital 
status, dating, and socializing. To reconcile one's social situation 
as a committed Communist with establishing a family and living a 
"normal" family life was, to say the least, very difficult. Being a 
Communist meant secret, conspiratorial work, insecure possibili-
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ties for making a living, and the permanent risk of imprisonment. 
Thus there existed an either/or situation: either be a Communist or 
live a normal life. And indeed, of all the respondents, only three 
lived in a stable partner relationship (and these with persons who 
shared their political views). As a rule, those who married with-
drew from active participation in the movement and remained 
only sympathizers. Whether cause or effect—whether membership 
in the movement hindered the establishment of stable intersexual 
and family relationships or whether such relationships were a cate-
gorical obstacle in one's political activity—the fact of the pre-
dominantly free marital status of these young Communists and the 
causes of it tended to be another mechanism perpetuating both 
commitment to the movement and withdrawal from society out-
side it. 

Their existential situation and ideological commitment affected 
the content and style of their leisure time activities. To begin with, 
there was not much leisure in any sense of the term: political activ-
ities, party assignments, and, in most cases, trying to make a liv-
ing left very little time for socializing. Besides, as noted before, 
their social situation resulted in a certain reduction and a radical 
subordination of their different social roles to that of being a mem-
ber in the movement. Hence, even dating and socializing took 
place predominantly with other comrades or, at least, sympathiz-
ers. One respondent who had been active in a small city remarked, 
"Leisure time? In principle, there was none, which is to say, not 
outside the movement. Sometimes, on Saturdays, we went on pic-
nics in the forest, male and female comrades together.. . . We 
never danced except on New Year's Eve, we never drank. . . . [At the 
New Year's Eve party] there would be a speech, most often about 
the 'situation is ripening' and that 'liberation might come already 
this coming year.' There would be a review and evaluation of po-
litical events, all in Yiddish, and later we would have a dance." 
Another one said, "We had no private life at all. [Outside the 
movement] there was no joy in life, everything was gray, we had 
only the hope of revolution. The Communists were ascetics, our 
pleasures were different, all energy went to the party tasks." Thus, 
their needs for socializing had to be satisfied within the framework 
of the movement, as a part or an extension of its activities. In most 
cases, the borders between the spheres of leisure time and political 
activity were either nonexistent or very unclear. 
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The years of participation in the illegal Communist movement 
were also years of intense social and ideological study. Its basic 
form was self-education. As described earlier, this process started 
prior to and facilitated joining the movement. The frequent 
phrases about "opened eyes" and "finally being able to under-
stand" are typical descriptions of the deep, shaking effect of these 
initial intellectual explorations. Study, however, was not a single 
stage but an ongoing process. Continuing in the movement and 
culminating during the years in prison, it resulted in the formation 
of a consistent, shared ideological outlook, in a shared conviction 
of being able to discern the shape of history, the causes of social 
evil, and the ways to hasten the reformation of society. Thus, it 
was of crucial importance in the formative process of becoming. 

This study was not carried out at a university or in the classical 
loneliness of an autodidact but in a revolutionary, highly disci-
plined, underground movement. T o study was a point of honor 
and an obligation. In fact, it was an integral part of being a mem-
ber of this movement. As such, the process of intellectual becom-
ing that this study led to was also one of ideological and political 
initiation into the movement. Thus, intellectualism and increased 
self-respect on the part of the members was one effect of this pro-
cess. Its other side was the assimilation to and internationalization 
of the movement's ethos, goals, values, and norms of conduct. In 
this way, social and ideological study motivated by a rebellion 
against the existing society produced not only a revolutionary 
commitment but also uniformity and conformity in the rebels. 

Even here, the dynamics of the process was a spiral of the 
accelerating internalization of new perspective, concerns, and 
commitments and the further rejection of old ones. Together with 
their political activities and the implications of their similar ex-
istential situation, this dual process of individual intellectual and 
ideological-political formation produced the core of their com-
monality, which became a catalyst in the process of their collective 
formation. 
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On the Street: Among 
non-Jews and Jews 

The general effects of participation in the Communist movement 
had a similar, unifying impact on all these young Communists. 
The course of their revolutionary career was, however, also af-
fected by their different backgrounds and by the specific character 
of the settings in which they acted. 

Most of them acted primarily on the "Jewish street." Those 
who acted mainly or solely among non-Jews formed a minority. 
However, their qualitative weight in the power structure of the 
movement, their early deethnification, and their future impact on 
the ethnic aspirations of others makes this category very impor-
tant. 

There were three principal types of location for those working 
among non-Jews: with other ethnic minorities, particularly among 
the Ukrainians; in the ethnic Polish countryside; or, as in most 
cases, among ethnic Poles in the cities. An individual could experi-
ence several of these situations. For instance, those living in the 
small cities could be ordered to work in the neighboring country-
side and later migrate to the large cities. Also, there were those 
who would periodically shift between working on the Jewish street 
and among non-Jews. 

As the overall pattern of settlement and migration produced a 
trend toward concentration in the large cities, and as those work-
ing there tended to occupy relatively higher positions in the move-

1 1 8 



On the Street 119 

ment, those who worked in the large cities constituted a large and 
growing group and one that carried the greatest qualitative 
weight. Those who worked among ethnic Poles belonged predomi-
nantly to this category. 

Participation in the movement meant for these young Commu-
nists a quantitatively different but essentially similar process of 
deethnification. But this deethnification did not necessarily lead to 
direct Polonization. Some of those who worked in Poland's east-
ern territories among other ethnic minorities would, as a result, go 
through a process of further alienation from their Jewish back-
ground without, at this stage, an actual assimilation to an ethnic 
Polish (or Ukrainian) identity. Not looking "like Jews," speaking 
Ukrainian, starting to dress like the locals, and adjusting to their 
customs, those in this small but highly interesting category were, 
in a way, "ethnic dupes," who, in the words of one respondent, 
"could be commanded to work on the moon and succeed in being 
moon men as long as the party so required." These Communists 
did not really assimilate or strive to assimilate into the culture of 
those among whom they worked. At this stage, a consequence of 
their deethnification was a characteristic cosmopolitanization, with 
the international Communist movement serving as the focal point 
of their identity formation. 

The deethnification of those working in the ethnically Polish 
countryside was of a similar kind. These Jewish Communists 
spoke the local dialect, dressed like the peasants, learned of their 
specific problems, and were able to adjust the general line of the 
movement to their specific situation, problems, and needs. How-
ever, in this, as in the previous case, the traditionally disdainful and 
supercilious Jewish attitude toward the peasant culture1 was a 
powerful factor preventing them from real attempts at assimila-
tion. Even here, they were "ethnic dupes"—Communist emissaries 
commanded to work among peasants and to adapt the goals of the 
movement to the needs, and perceptive abilities, of this politi-
cally fertile but "retarded" segment of the population. Thus there 
was a temporary accommodation to elements of a peasant culture 
but no real assimilation. This accommodation and the experiences 
it brought for those working in the Polish countryside could lead 
to internationalization, but it was most often but an intermediary 
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stage for the real object of their identity aspirations: Polish urban 
culture, toward which both their individual ambitions and their 
general migration pattern brought them.2 

Indeed, most of those who primarily worked among non-Jews 
were found in the party organizations in the Polish cities. They 
either lived in these cities from the beginning or moved there from 
the shtetlachs (pi. of shtetl) of their early youth. Parallel to their 
activities in the movement, the sons and daughters of the middle 
class and intelligentsia were students, and a few held jobs until 
their prison sentences began. Those from poorer families attempt-
ed to make a living in crafts and light industry. For both, their 
revolutionary activities were or tended to become more important 
than their civil career. This tendency found symbolic expression in 
the career of those who became paid functionaries of the move-
ment and who were full-time professional revolutionaries. 

Their deethnification should be seen on two levels. On one level, 
the factor of initial alienation from their Jewish background pro-
duced a conscious motivation to work among ethnic Poles. This 
was especially the case with those coming from assimilated homes. 
On another level, the nature of their activities and of the settings in 
which they acted led to further alienation. Thus, schematically 
speaking, among those working with non-Jews, there were those 
whose deethnification motivated their career in the movement and 
those for whom it was a product of that career. For all of them, 
participation in the movement meant far more radical alienation 
from their Jewish background than for those of their comrades 
who acted on the Jewish street. 

Their social background was mirrored in the pace and degree of 
their deethnification. Those coming from assimilated families of 
the middle and upper-middle class formed the core of the sub-
group of "non-Jewish Jews." They chose not to work on the Jew-
ish street, took Polish pseudonyms, and radically minimized the 
importance of their Jewish background. Besides their initial mo-
tives and general convictions, in the course of their career in the 
movement, they became conscious of the fact that Polonization 
would facilitate their advancement to positions of higher responsi-
bility and status. The party authorities attached importance to 
one's "Polish" appearance, manners, and pronunciation, and, for 
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instance, most of those who were sent for schooling in the USSR 
came back with new, Polish-sounding names.3 Thus, any initial 
motives favoring Polonization were reinforced in the movement.4 

Although their decision not to work on the Jewish street was 
often perceived as a rational attitude formed on the basis of the 
importance to win over the sympathies of the majority of the 
population, for those coming from assimilated homes, the Com-
munist movement meant—in addition to their political convic-
tions—a solution to their ethnic aspirations: a conscious rejection 
of the importance of their Jewish backgrounds and an intentional 
assimilation into Polish culture as a complement to their Commu-
nist internationalism. (However, contrary to their own ratio-
nalizations about the political importance of their work among 
non-Jews, they appear to have been most successful in influencing 
other Jews of similar background.) Compared to these "non-
Jewish Jews" from assimilated homes, the deethnification of those 
coming from traditionally stronger Jewish backgrounds produced 
a qualitatively similar, though quantitatively weaker, Poloniza-
tion and rejection of Jewish self-affirmation. 

For all categories of those working primarily among non-Jews, 
the deethnification connected to their participation in the Com-
munist movement brought about a further identification with its 
goals, needs, and values. There were subtle differences, however. 
Those working in the ethnically non-Polish countryside were most 
positive toward Ukrainian national aspirations and against Polish 
hegemony in the eastern territories. Those working in the cities, 
and especially the conscious assimilationists, were most authenti-
cally patriotic when the Communist movement adopted a new line 
after Hitler's rise to power. They were also the most confused 
when the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact came to light and the most 
relieved when the German-Soviet war finally broke out. 

Most of these peers, however, were active on the Jewish street. 
They were, by and large, the children of the Jewish proletariat. In 
the movement, they were active both in the smaller towns and 
larger cities. 

The core of the Communist movement's appeal on the Jewish 
street was its consistent position against anti-Semitism and the 
promise of a just and equal society for all. This great social change 
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was perceived to have already taken place in the Soviet Union, and 
the fundamental, global upheaval, although delayed, seemed to be 
at hand. 

With their message of universal emancipation, the Communists 
competed for influence on the Jewish street with the Jewish parties 
that stressed the Jews' particular problems, needs, and perspec-
tives. This was a struggle for souls but also for concrete, political 
power in the existing Jewish institutions. In this struggle for 
"pieces of power," the struggle for control over the trade unions 
was most important. Within this strategic framework, the Com-
munists sought to infiltrate the trade unions controlled by the 
Bund, at the same time working through their own "Jewish-left 
trade unions." 

Despite the KPP's many resolutions concerning the necessity to 
create general, revolutionary trade unions for both Jews and 
ethnic Poles, this goal proved to be unrealistic, for both objective 
and subjective reasons. As a rule, big industry refused to hire Jew-
ish labor; this was also the case with the state and the municipali-
ties. Thus, members of the Jewish proletariat were predominantly 
craftsmen who together with other Jews worked in light industry, 
in small, Jewish-owned factories and workshops, primarily in 
trades like clothing, tanning, haberdashery, textiles, and catering. 
Most such firms employed no or very small amounts of hired 
labor: in 1 9 3 1 , 81 .5 percent of Jewish workers worked in work-
shops that employed 1 to 5 workers, while 38.4 percent of Jewish 
firms in Warsaw and 43.7 percent in Lodz did not hire any labor.5 

Beside these structural factors, there were also language differ-
ences (the Jewish proletariat spoke predominantly Yiddish) and 
anti-Jewish sentiments that obstructed joint action and associa-
tion. All this resulted in making separate Jewish trade unions a 
necessity. 

According to Communist sources, in 1932 , the "Jewish-left 
trade unions" organized 30,000 workers—10,000 of them in War-
saw—in 200 different union organizations.6 Given the fact that 
most of those unions were illegal, their influence among the Jewish 
proletariat is quite impressive. 

The main effort of the Communist unions was to compete with 
the Bundist unions and to organize "economic actions," that is, 
strikes for shorter workdays, better salaries, and so on. As there 
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were very few Jewish firms employing a large work force—in 
Warsaw, only 1 1 . 4 percent of Jewish firms employed more than 
five workers; in Lodz, only 8.5 percent7—these strikes were most 
often directed against employers who usually were not much bet-
ter off than their workers. 

In this time of economic crisis, the Bund was against using the 
strike weapon too often. It was also hesitant to form any estab-
lished cooperation with the Communists. As a result, the Bundists 
usually refused to join Communist-organized strikes and were re-
garded by the Communists as striked breakers, which led to vio-
lent conflicts and frequent fistfights. 

Another concrete issue that caused conflict between the Com-
munists and the Bund-controlled unions was the latter's monopoly 
on the labor exchange. The Communists accused the Bundist 
unions of preventing Communist sympathizers from getting jobs 
in firms under their control. 

The economic crisis of the 1920s and 1930s resulted in a dramat-
ic pauperization of the Jewish population. In the early 1930s in 
many small cities, about 90 percent of Jewish families had to rely 
on welfare organizations. Approximately 50 percent of Jewish 
workers were chronically unemployed, and among those em-
ployed, many worked only three or fewer days a week.8 It is esti-
mated that in this period, almost half of Polish Jewry suffered 
privation.9 The result was that the social differences between Jew-
ish workers and the Jewish petty bourgeoisie were very unclear. 
Workers without prospects of employment or without unemploy-
ment benefits tried to make a living either as cottage workers—the 
number of Jewish cottage workers was three times that of Polish 
cottage workers 1 0—or in small trades, but the crisis struck the 
petty bourgeoisie as hard as it did workers. Bankruptcies among 
the owners of small shops and workshops were common. Pauperi-
zation of both groups was similar and, in a way, brought them 
closer to each other. 

This trait of the Jewish street was bound to have an impact on 
the Communist movement. The Central Jewish Bureau, which 
organized Communist activity among Jews, was closer and more 
sensitive to immediate Jewish problems than the rest of the move-
ment. The bureau's conclusions about the "unhealthy social struc-
ture of the Jewish masses" and suggestions for building alliances 
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between the workers and the pauperized petty bourgeoisie were 
rejected by the leadership of the KPP as erroneous and polluted by 
"rightist-nationalist propaganda." However, this special concern 
of Jewish Communists with the "unhealthy social structure of the 
Jewish masses" and the goal of their "productivization" was to 
stay with them until the years after the Second World War.11 

The struggle for souls was the struggle against religion and 
against ideological influence of the Jewish political parties. It was 
fought by means of propaganda, debate, and individual indoc-
trination but also through diversion and violence. 

To be against religion was part of the youth culture of radical 
Jews at that time. If the Communists differed in this respect from 
their Bundist or Zionist peers, it was because of the perceived con-
nection between fighting religion and the cause of revolution. On a 
rational level, "fighting religious influence" was for these young 
Communists an integral part of their ideological stance; however, 
it was also a deeply felt defiance against the world of the syna-
gogue and the parental home.12 Thus, for instance, in response to the 
Comintern's slogan, "Down with the black international of clergy 
of all persuasions," some would organize "meetings against reli-
gious superstition" in front of the synagogue or paint antireligious 
slogans on its walls. Others would let loose pigeons with small red 
flags fastened to them in the synagogue on the holy Day of Atone-
ment, or, on the same day, when Jews are supposed to fast, they 
would organize public buffets for youth. As one respondent re-
called, "Some were really childish in their exaggeration. When their 
mothers were not at home, they would mix meat and inilk and 
boast about it among their collegues." Regarding the older genera-
tion as incurably backward, they found it particularly difficult to 
accept their peers' participation in traditional ceremonies. As for 
themselves, there was a strict though unwritten rule: a Communist 
never participates in a religious ceremony, not even if it is his or 
her own brother's marriage or a Brith Mila13 in his family. 

It is difficult to judge whether the young Communists' contempt 
for religion was more intense than their Bundist or Zionist peers'. 
They perceived their defiance against Judaism as part of the strug-
gle against religious reaction, against religion as "the opium of the 
masses," and as a bourgeois instrument for making the proletariat 
passive and compliant. In this pursuit, they viewed themselves as 
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Communist internationalists, carrying on the struggle against 
backwardness, ignorance, and superstition in their particular sec-
tion of the global front. Although they would not dare to challenge 
the religious feelings of the Catholics, on the Jewish street, they 
ostentatiously violated religious norms and habits. Particularly in-
tense in small cities with large Jewish populations, their provoca-
tive antireligiosity awakened fierce opposition from Orthodox 
Jews14 and deepened the intergenerational gap. 

The attitude of Jewish Communists to Jewish political parties 
was violently negative, most probably much more intensely nega-
tive than that of non-Jewish Communists. This intensity is ex-
plained by the fact that while for non-Jewish Communists, the 
attitude toward Zionism and the Bund was to a large degree re-
lated to the movement's strategy and tactics, for Jewish Commun-
ists, it was also a highly personal question, with direct existential 
bearing on their own identity. As one respondent put it, "For a 
Kowalski [Kowalski is a common Polish surname] it was a ques-
tion of carrying out the policy of the party. For us it was different. 
Many of my own childhood friends were Zionists or Bundists. It 
was a question of a struggle for the unity of the working class 
against nationalist diversion. One felt personally responsible." 

Our respondents recall the deep, personal intensity with which 
they regarded the religious parties as backward, reactionary de-
fenders of the existing order, a tool of the Jewish bourgeoisie to 
keep "Jews in the ignorance and superstition of the ghetto." In 
addition, as the Communists knew that the authorities regarded 
religious Orthodoxy as their ally,15 the religious parties were seen 
as directly instrumental in maintaining the capitalist social order 
and the reactionary state. Hence, their attitude to these parties was 
one of total rejection and contempt. 

Their real competitors on the Jewish street were, however, the 
Bund and the Zionists. Despite all the differences between them, 
both were perceived as "nationalist diversions," dangerous be-
cause they sought to divert the attention of the working class from 
its mission of international class struggle and revolution. In the 
perception of the Communists, the Bund was anti-Soviet and its 
program of cultural autonomy an attempt to separate the Jewish 
and Polish working masses. Even the radically Socialist Poaley 
Zion Left was accused of being "a branch of Zionism in the ranks 
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of the proletariat" and "the agent of the Jewish bourgeoisie and 
the present social system." On the street level, this competition 
manifested itself in violent ideological debate and the disruption of 
meetings, which often led to physical violence. Recollections of 
infiltrating, sabotaging, and disrupting Zionist activities are typi-
cal for those coming from both proletarian and student milieus. 
Fights with the Bund, however, took place primarily among work-
ers and craftsmen, most often in connection with strikes, infiltra-
tion, and attempts to take over nominally Bund-directed local 
unions, libraries, or other socio-cultural institutions. 

Despite this permanent competition with the political forces 
that stressed particular Jewish needs and prospects, those young 
Communists who worked the Jewish street were its authentic part. 
They had an intimate knowledge of Jewish concerns and prob-
lems; they spoke Yiddish, worked and lived among other Jews, 
and believed the official Soviet policy concerning nationalities to 
be the solution to the Jewish predicament. In addition, most had 
initiated their political activity in the Bund- or Zionist-affiliated 
organizations. Their initiation in the movement and their specific 
existential situation made them different from their non-
Communist peers; however, their Zionist or Bundist past had 
already deeply influenced them. One of the respondents, who was 
in a leadership position on the Jewish street, recalled, "If you did 
not know the comrades and if you had to assign different tasks 
to them, it was always helpful to inquire if they had been Bundists 
or Zionists be fore . . . . If I wanted flags or banners to be posted 
the next day, I took a former Shomer (member of the Hashomer 
Hatzair). For a tailors' strike I would take a former Bundist. The 
former Bundists were the most disciplined and efficient. . . . The 
former Zionists were the most feverish on ideological ques-
tions." Many of these early traits were to stay with them during 
their entire Communist career, and some are still discernible today. 

Compared to their Bundist or Zionist peers, those acting on the 
Jewish street did not strive for Jewish self-assertion, and this atti-
tude deepened in parallel with their involvement in the movement. 
In the process of becoming committed Communists, particular 
Jewish problems and concerns, which might have been part of 
their initial motives, appeared insignificant and harmful to the 
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grand design of the Communist upheaval. Working the Jewish 
street was perceived as merely a party task. 

Both the "Jewish Jews" and the "non-Jewish Jews" were 
extremely committed Communist internationalists. Individual 
dreams of erasing national borderlines had been one of their initial 
motives for joining the Communist brotherhood and were further 
reinforced in the process of conforming within the movement. As 
one respondent said, "A Pole could be a Pole and a Communist, 
but a Jew could only be a Communist." But this was a truth with 
modifications. First, the Jewish Jews might be doomed "only to be 
Communist," but the non-Jewish Jews could and did opt for a 
Polish ethnic identity as well. Second, although compared to the 
non-Jewish Jews, the Jewish Jews did not have the same urge to 
sever ties with their Jewish background, their internationalism in 
regard to ethnic self-assertion was a different, but not much less 
radical, form of deethnification. In their perception, specifically 
Jewish problems, identity, and culture were accepted as facts of 
the current society, not as ideals worth striving for: in the future, 
the progressive solution for Jews might be some unspecified form 
of assimilation in the Communist society. Thus, in regard of Jew-
ish identity and self-assertion, the differences between these two 
subgroups, significant and large as they might be, were ones of 
degree, not of kind. 

When asked if he considered himself a Russian or a Jew, Leon 
Trotsky answered, "No, you are wrong. I am a Social Democrat 
and only that."16 If the same question would be put to these young 
Communists at this stage in their lives, their answer would prob-
ably have been similar, although some would pronounce it in liter-
ary sophisticated Polish, while others would repeat the same 
words in Yiddish. 



Chapter Eight 

Prison and the Birth of the 
Generation 

Prison terms were the crowning point of these young Communists' 
revolutionary careers and their revolutionary schooling. The years 
spent in prison strengthened their self-respect, confirmed their rev-
olutionary significance, and were of crucial importance in the 
process of their individual and collective becoming. On the indi-
vidual level, those who endured prison completed the process of 
becoming totally committed Polish-Jewish Communists of the 
time, and their revolutionary identity took a specific, discernible 
shape. On a collective level, prison and its impact created a shared 
common experience that facilitated the formation of the genera-
tion and was the first decisive watershed that separated those who 
became and stayed members of the generation from those who did 
not. 

As mentioned before, at any time during the interwar period, a 
Polish Communist was one who had served, was serving, or was 
extremely likely to serve a long prison term. This is illustrated by 
the biographies of our respondents. Only two did not serve time in 
prison, and this was a result of the exceptional circumstances of 
their lives. All the others served between one and three prison 
terms. "In Rawicz our commune was 160 persons large and over 
1,000 years old," said one respondent jokingly (which meant that 
the average sentence for every Communist inmate in this particu-
lar prison was over six years). In most cases, sentences were short-
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ened by different amnesties. Nevertheless, each respondent spent 
an average of four years in prison. (The longest time one of them 
served was eleven years.) For them, prison names like Rawicz, 
Wronki, Swiety Krzyz, Fordon, Lukiszki, Zamek, Siedlce, or Bere-
za signified a map of their revolutionary Via Dolorosa. Irrespective 
of their present opinions and views, these names still awaken 
memories of heroism, cohesion, and revolutionary hardening. 

In the first years of the Polish republic, the regime's legal basis 
for action against the Communists was a decree in the martial law 
issued on January 2, 1919. The anti-Communist fears of the Polish 
state and of the established political parties were stimulated by 
Communist revolutionary propaganda, by the creation of several 
Soviets of Soldiers and Workers, and by the revolutionary ferment 
on the international scene, highlighted by the creation of the short-
lived Hungarian Soviet Republic on March 21, 1919. 

Parallel to provisions of the martial law, the legal bases for anti-
Communist actions were, until 1932, the pertinent laws of the for-
mer Austrian, Russian, and German partition territories. The for-
mer Russian laws were the severest and the Austrian the least 
severe: while so-called political crimes and anti-state treason were 
punishable by death in the former Russian territories, they drew 
only ten years of strict confinement in the Austrian territories. 
These regional differences were reinforced by local traditional 
court attitudes to political crimes, a factor that would continue to 
play a role even after 1932. This situation can be seen in the prison 
biographies of our respondents: until 1932, the length of their 
sentences depended on where they were arrested and sentenced. 

A new Polish penal law with heavy punishment for political 
crimes was introduced on September 1, 1932. Attempts to forcibly 
change the political system of the Polish state could be punished by 
imprisonment ranging from ten years to life. The production, dis-
tribution, and possession of written subversive materials could be 
punished by up to five years imprisonment and participation in 
forbidden meetings and gatherings by up to two years in prison. In 
July 1934, a new decree was introduced allowing the authorities to 
intern "persons who threaten security, peace and public order," 
without court sentence, in the internment camp in Bereza Kar-
tuska. Although these laws and decrees were used against all the 
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antigovernment opposition, they were employed with particular 
fierceness against Communists. In addition, severe as they were, 
the laws were frequently misused by the police. 

These young Communists began serving prison sentences by the 
end of the 1920s. Several were not freed until September 1939, 
when Germany attacked Poland and when the Polish coercive 
apparatus broke down. One of the respondents recalled, 

It was March 1 7 , 1 9 2 8 . I was assigned to deliver propaganda materials 
and M O P R tickets from Warsaw to Bilgoraj. I took a bus there. . . . On 
the way, the bus was stopped by the police and everybody was searched. I 
do not know if the police were tipped off, but in any case, I was the only 
one arrested. They found the t ickets . . . . I was transported to Zamosc 
and sentenced to four years. . . . I did my sentence in Zamosc, Lublin, 
Wronki, R a w i c z . . . . There was an amnesty and I was freed on July 30, 
1 9 3 0 , over two years later. . . . [In freedom] I renewed the [party] con-
tact. . . . I was arrested a second time on November 5, 1 9 3 0 . I had been 
sent to Vilna with a suitcase full of bibula [propaganda materials] . . . . I 
left the suitcase in a hotel and went to the meeting point. . . . There was 
nobody there and the neighbors told me that there had been a search and 
arrests the night before. When I came back to the hotel to pick up my 
suitcase, the police were there waiting for me in my r o o m . . . . I was 
sentenced in Vilna to six years. . . . I sat in Lukiszki, Sieradz, Mokotow, 
W r o n k i . . . . I was freed on January 3, 1 9 3 6 . . . . All in all, I spent eight 
and a half years in prison. 

Other respondents recall different circumstances that led to pris-
on: being arrested while placarding or after making a speech in 
connection with a demonstration, being betrayed by a former 
comrade who could not resist the force of an interrogation, and so 
on. After having served the first sentences, Communist activities 
would be resumed, which, in most of the cases, would be followed 
by another arrest and sentence. Thus, the exact circumstances of 
the particular roads to prison might differ from case to case, but 
the general pattern is clear. It began with active participation in 
the movement. The consequent arrests, trials, and prison sentences 
were their logical consequence. When Communist activities were 
renewed after having served a sentence, the cycle was repeated 
again: the pattern thus received a spiral quality. In this way prison 
sentences were a watershed in the creation of the generation. Some 
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were frightened into passivity after the first term. If one continued, 
the choice of available careers narrowed still further and the prob-
ability of reversing one's path diminished, until only one seemed to 
remain: continuing to be a Communist. 

Prison sentences were preceded by harsh police interrogations, 
which constituted a test of one's strength and were thus crucial for 
the continuation of one's future career as a revolutionary. The in-
terrogations could include beatings and torture. There were sever-
al cases where Communists died as a result of the brutal treatment. 
As in the case of the different legal traditions and court attitudes in 
the various parts of Poland, there were also regional differences in 
the degree of harshness of interrogations. ("It was best in Galicia, 
where there were no beatings whatsoever. The beatings and tor-
ture were worst in Byelorussia.") In any case, the fear of interroga-
tion was twofold: one feared the inability to resist without break-
ing down, and one feared the same for one's comrades. The result 
was also twofold. First, the successful resistance of interrogation, 
further confirmed by one's behavior in prison, strengthened one's 
revolutionary self-respect and status among Communists, which 
would be symbolized in ennobling words "wyprobowany towar-
zysz" (a tested comrade), or "sprawdzil sie w walce" (one who has 
proved himself or herself in struggle). Second, this common ex-
perience of harsh interrogation had a positive impact on the social 
cohesion of the Communist collective in prison, while at the same 
time stimulating internal suspicion among its members.1 

When a Communist was finally sentenced and began serving a 
prison term, he or she became part of a Communist organization 
in prison, a "commune." The communes were not everywhere and 
not always tolerated. The most important demand placed by Com-
munist inmates on the prison authorities was a de facto recogni-
tion of their commune. There were two categories of inmates: 
polityczni (political prisoners, most of them the Communists) and 
pospolici (ordinary prisoners). The core of the commune's struggle 
to defend the rights of imprisoned Communists was to support 
this division and to fight the authorities' attempts to erase it. On a 
practical level, this meant demanding special rights for Commu-
nist inmates. Recognition of the commune was in itself the most 
important of these rights, but there were more: exemption from 
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work, the right to wear civilian clothes, the right to long prison 
walks, the right jointly to own money, books, and other goods, 
and so on. From this point of view, there were better prisons and 
worse prisons, as there were better years and worse years. On the 
whole, and taking into consideration the unequal balance of pow-
er and means of struggle, the communes were quite successful in 
maintaining a privileged position for imprisoned Communists. 

The basic weapon in the struggle to gain and guard these rights 
was the collective hunger strike. These strikes were as frequent as 
were the authorities' attempts to limit these rights. In some prisons 
and in certain periods, the prison authorities in fact regarded the 
existence of communes and the special status of the Communist 
inmates as acceptable or even beneficial for maintaining order. In 
other prisons, however, especially in the second half of the 1930s, 
the authorities executed strict prison rules. During such periods, 
and in such prisons, the conflicts were numerous. Thus, most of 
our respondents participated in shorter or longer hunger strikes, 
many several times. 

The structure of a commune encompassed all Communist in-
mates in a prison. There was the leadership of the whole com-
mune, often called "party troyka," and in prisons with larger cells, 
of every prison cell. In practice, the communes' economic and dis-
tributive functions were of special importance. The relief sent to 
the imprisoned Communists from the MOPR in the form of cash, 
food parcels, and books, as well as money and parcels sent to the 
individual Communists from their families, was owned jointly by 
all members of the commune. The goods were divided through the 
commune and the money deposited with the prison authorities. In 
"good" prisons, once a week the commune would supply the au-
thorities with a list of goods to be purchased and the purchase 
would be made by two persons from the prison administration. 
The purchased goods were mostly foodstuffs and tobacco. Those 
who smoked had their weekly allowance for that purpose. The 
books sent into the prison ("of course, no current Communist 
publications but, for instance, Marx and other classics, social and 
historical studies, language readers, fiction . . .") were jointly 
owned and used for individual and collective study. The com-
munes also represented the Communist collective before the pris-
on authorities and exercised political leadership and control. 
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In short, the commune was a model of a Communist collective 
adapted to prison circumstances. 

In Communist prison society, all were equal, but some were 
more equal than others. The three most significant factors in deter-
mining the status of individuals and the stratification of the group 
were (1) revolutionary record, as expressed in the previously held 
party positions (the persons who had belonged to the top lead-
ership were called vyerkhushka, a Russian expression meaning the 
top or the peak) and in length of prison sentence, (z) Communist 
intellectualism, that is, familiarity with Communist theory and 
level of general education, and (3) leadership functions in the com-
mune. A high position in the social structure of the prison collec-
tive did not involve any material privileges but only additional 
respect in the eyes of the comrades and a position for influencing 
common decisions. 

In the functioning of the communes, communication between 
cells, prison sections, and different prison buildings was of vital 
importance. So was communication to and from the party outside 
the prison walls. Internal communication was not a problem in 
prisons with a soft regime, where Communist inmates had the priv-
ilege of long walks. In other prisons, the nonpolitical prisoners 
with functions within the prison apparatus and the commonly 
known Morse code were used as two main channels of com-
munication. External communication was maintained mainly 
through grypsy, letters written on small pieces of paper and smug-
gled into prison, hidden in food, or sent through bribed prison 
employees. 

The functioning of the Communist prison collective was 
founded on the basis of Communist discipline, which the inmates 
brought with them into prison. In turn, participation in this collec-
tive had a further reinforcing effect on this discipline. An order 
from the commune, whether it was to go on a hunger strike or to 
celebrate a coming Communist holiday in a certain way, was to be 
obeyed. In cases when ideological or disciplinary problems could 
not be solved within the commune, the matter would be trans-
mitted up to the level of the Central Committee, whose orders were 
final. The utmost sanction against breaking discipline was exclu-
sion. However, such cases were rare and most often involved sypa-
ki, those who could not resist the interrogations and "talked." As 
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noted before, the consequence of such exclusion and ostracism 
could be disastrous: almost all the cases reported in the interviews 
ended in nervous breakdowns or attempted suicide. Discipline also 
covered the area of politics and ideology, of interpretation and 
attitude toward current political events. There were frequent pra-
sowkiy reviews of political events. After every such review, there 
were discussions, which led to formal evaluation of the particular 
event. If anyone doubted or did not accept an evaluation, he or she 
could be warned and criticized to the point of isolation, until the 
party's position was accepted. A wrong stance on ideological or 
political issues was expected to be expiated in an act of self-
criticism. 

But despite extreme ideological cohesion, there were dissidents. 
The core of this category were all those accused of being Trot-
skyists. They were not allowed to participate in the communes or in 
their joint actions and were totally ostracized. Perceived as the 
most dangerous of enemies, they were the main object of hate. 

The commune's discipline applied with equal strength to one's 
personal life. When one female respondent admitted that her be-
loved boyfriend (who was free at the time) was a Trotskyist, she 
was ordered by the commune to end her relationship with him. 
She obeyed. 

The three levels of this discipline involved loyalty and obedience 
toward (i) the commune, (2) the Polish Communist party, and (3) 
the interests of the international Communist movement, as em-
bodied in the Comintern and the Soviet Union. Fully mature, this 
discipline could reach the point of self-negation, refusing oneself 
the right to one's own reflections and a conscious effort to become 
a totally incorporated part of the Communist collective. Thus de-
veloped, this discipline underwent the period's ultimate test of 
faith at the time of the Moscow trials, the arrest of Polish Com-
munists in the USRR, and the subsequent dissolution of the KPP. 
One of the respondents described his reaction to these events with 
these words: 

They were almost legendary in my town. They had been sent to the Soviet 
Union for medical treatment. . . . N o w [in 1 9 3 7 ] there were rumors that 
they had been arrested as Polish spies. . . . Somebody proposed collecting 
money in order to send them parcels, but the party forbade this. . . . How 
could I believe in their guilt. I had always admired them. . . . I felt com-
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pletely lost, how could they be traitors?. . . There were no discussions 
[about the accused] in the prison. Everybody tormented himself a l o n e . . . . 
It was hard to believe, but on the other hand, to hold another opinion 
would be to deviate from the party line. What was one to do, go over to 
the enemy?! I felt like standing on the edge of a precipice. . . . Then I told 
myself, 'You must believe, you cannot be wiser than the Soviet party. If 
you criticize, you are on the enemy's side. Stifle your heretical doubts, 
they are being judged by the workers-peasants' Soviet state. If there was 
a mistake, it will be clarified.' One had to stop thinking, stop discussing, 
even with oneself. One was a member of a combat party, not a discussion 
club. Without iron discipline the party would perish. 

In connection with the Moscow trials and the dissolution of the 
KPP, another respondent said, 

At first it was difficult to believe in their guilt. I was raised on Bucharin, 
how could he be a traitor, they were all Lenin's comrades, they had 
worked with him. . . . Trotsky said that Stalin was an anti-Semite. Stalin 
an anti-Semite? Never, unthinkable. We could not question the principles 
of democratic centralism. Doubts led to Trotskyism. . . . [When the news 
of the dissolution reached the prison] half of the comrades broke down, 
lost all or ientat ion. . . . I did not know what to think. . . . The comrades 
became afraid of each other, did not speak, closed up in themselves. . . . 
These were tragic questions. What if it all was a mistake? I did not know 
what to think. The only comfort and refuge was in believing that even if 
there was treason in the ranks, the movement would overcome it, the 
Soviet Union and the movement could not be wrong. Discipline and trust 
were the only rescue, one could not fight the movement. . . . But if some 
of the leaders were traitors, there could be more hidden treason.. . . The 
conclusion was that the movement must purify its ranks from traitors 
and from those not hardened, not mature enough, even if it hurt. 

Not all resisted this test of faith, and some of their comrades lost 
their Communist conviction. From then on, their lives were to de-
velop differently from the others. Even if some were to survive the 
Holocaust in the Soviet Union and come back to Poland after 
1 9 4 5 , their convictions were shaken. Most left Communist Poland 
long before the members of the generation had to face their final 
defeat. 

In the process of becoming, a crucial role was played by the 
education received in prison. Indeed, as they themselves said, the 
prisons were Communist universities. One respondent recalled, 



I 3 6 The Revolutionaries 

"[In prison] I soon understood that I lacked a deeper knowledge of 
life, of society, of Socialist ideas. Together with others I started to 
thoroughly study five volumes of scientific works written by Krzy-
wicki, Nusbaum, and Stylhovo under the title, The World and 
Man. . . . Never again in my life would I study so intensely. . . . I 
studied Marxist literature: Kautsky, Engels, Bucharin, Bogdanov, 
and others. . . . Prisons were our universities. . . . In prison I be-
came a conscious Communist." Another summed it up: "In free-
dom we acted, in prisons we studied. The more we studied, the 
better we acted." 

The majority of these young Communists came from poor fami-
lies who could not give their children proper education. Their 
hunger for knowledge made them autodidacts even before their 
prison terms began. The years in prison meant an exceptional in-
tensification of their study in general subjects and of schooling in 
esoteric Communist doctrine.2 With few exceptions, these studies 
were quite advanced, especially compared to their level of formal 
education. They studied foreign languages (Russian and French 
seem to have been most popular), mathematics, and literature, but 
generally, the borderline between general subjects and ideology 
was vague. Social history and the study of contemporary society— 
the main areas of interest—were closely connected to ideology 
and politics. Studies were not perceived as merely abstract learning 
for the pleasure of it but as useful for the purpose of revolution: to 
learn about reality and the mechanisms behind it was a necessary 
precondition for changing it. 

Besides the prison library, the commune and the individual pris-
oners owned a substantial stock of books. There were legal books 
and illegal books, the latter smuggled in. The one who read a book 
of common interest had to recapitulate it for fellow inmates. Self-
and group-studies were supplemented by lectures given occa-
sionally by the outstanding intellectuals and scholars among the 
prisoners. In prisons with a light regime, and in the large cells, 
there were lectures for large groups. In prisons with tighter rules or 
smaller cells, lectures were given during walks. Later, listeners had 
to recapitulate the content of these walking lectures to their fellow 
inmates in small groups or in the cells. In "good" prisons, the 
educational curriculum contained several specified areas. "We had 
regular courses in Darwinism, Marxism-Leninism, history, lan-
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guage, mathematics, and Polish literature," recalled one respon-
dent. However, schooling in esoteric party doctrine and practice 
had a central position. Advanced study of the Communist clas-
sics, of the French and Russian revolutions, of the developmental 
trends in the non-Communist world, and of the strategy and tac-
tics of the Soviet Union and the Comintern formed the cornerstone 
of the curriculum. This was supplemented by the party news and 
the political evaluation of current events prepared by party au-
thorities and smuggled in from the outside. In some prisons there 
existed a "troika" system, where one intellectual was allocated 
two workers or peasants whom he was obliged to initiate into 
party doctrine. In the words of one respondent, the overall goal of 
this study was to learn "what it really is all about" and "how to 
see it in a broader perspective." 

The exoteric knowledge that these young Communists acquired 
previously was created by the popular version of the movement's 
ideology, goals, and methods. Acting in the movement meant 
going though a gradual process of further practical and theoretical 
initiation. The peak of this process took place in prison through 
the assimilation of esoteric doctrine and of a code of disciplined, 
militant behavior. Jointly, those two factors were crucial in the 
process of becoming a mature, committed Communist. 

Those most advanced in this initiation gained a new, character-
istically split way of perceiving current events. Their doubts, if 
any, formed one level of perception. On another, parallel level, 
there was an unbroken devotedness and conviction that the means 
used by the movement were always justified by its final goals. In 
this way, this "viewing in a broader perspective" strengthened 
nonquestioning individual discipline and amorality with regard to 
the means and stages of the ongoing struggle. Hence, those most 
advanced could relatively easily overcome initial doubts with re-
gard to the Moscow trials by perceiving "the unity of the party" 
and "the good of the cause" as overshadowing the question of 
individual guilt or innocence. Even if such people initially did not 
believe in the guilt of the accused, they could not doubt the Tight-
ness of the decision made by the collective body of the movement 
as embodied in its leadership. In their own perceptions of the time, 
they were thinking like true Communists.3 

In the process of prison education, the factor of cultural heritage 
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made itself clearly felt, reinforcing specific traits of their political 
identity and culture. Frequently recognized as such in their present 
recollections, their style of learning was itself particularly Jewish. 
The basic method was self-study, supplemented with tutoring by 
those more advanced. Thus, they read and discussed, and if they 
could not agree on the meaning of a text, or when issues proved 
too complicated, they asked for the help of an expert whose au-
thoritative interpretation was, as a rule, accepted. The opinions of 
such experts on issues of ideology and politics were seldom 
doubted: if two experts had different opinions, one was chosen, 
but both were respected. 

The texts of the classics were regarded with utmost veneration, 
as the highest authority in which all the questions that could pos-
sibly be asked were answered. The practical difficulty was to find 
the most suitable fragment of the texts and to interpret it correctly, 
so that the hidden answer would appear. In discussing such texts, 
as well as in debating social or political questions, there was the 
characteristic, hair-splitting quality of analysis that many respon-
dents themselves today call "Talmudic." 

Both analytical and interpretive abilities were important to and 
reinforced in this process of learning. These were connected to a 
third: the ability to memorize long texts. Thus, those who enjoyed 
the highest respect knew large portions of the classical texts almost 
by heart. In addition, those more advanced would frequently be 
able to quote from memory statistical data, for example, on the 
production of bread, sugar, or steel before and after the October 
Revolution, to support their analyses and generalizations. 

Although perceived as revolutionary scientism, their abilities 
and style of study represented a new reincarnation of Pilpul,4 the 
classical Jewish method of study and didactics, employed in the 
Communist project. Forming part of the cultural heritage these 
young people brought with them into the movement, these 
methods, abilities, and inclinations were utilized in and affected 
their intellectual Communist maturation. This traditionally re-
spected intellectual faculty was held in high esteem by those less 
advanced, whose former mentors are today often compared to the 
intellectual-moral authorities of their parents' world. "We be-
haved like yeshiva bokherss and they like rabbis," one respondent 
summed up. 
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Interlaced with this orientation for study and learning, and 
establishing another bridge from the present to the future, were 
their daydreams. These were brewed on a peculiar mixture of 
Communist ideology, revolutionary romanticism, and facts drawn 
from developments in the USSR, filtered through elements of their 
ethnic background. They were expressed in individual thinking, 
reveries, a rich flora of songs ("Who knows if the songs were not 
the most important for our enduring and hardening in prison," 
said one respondent only half-jokingly), intertwined with serious 
discussion and talk. "We dreamed about [the industrial plants in] 
Magnitogorsk and Kuznetsk and about the new Soviet men 
. . .who were building them," recalled one respondent. Another 
said, "When we were depressed, we comforted ourselves with de-
velopments in the Soviet Union and dreamed that the whole work-
ing class and all oppressed nations were behind us, that the revolu-
tion would break out any time and liberate us. . . . We waited for 
the revolution as for a Messiah." A third said, "Sometimes we 
talked about the details of Communist society, how it was going to 
be, all in light of what had been written but more relaxed. . . . We 
dreamed about the future, equality, and brotherhood. . . . When 
one thought like that, the difficulties of one's present situation 
were easier to bear. . . . It helped not to feel lonely and helpless, 
one was part of historical forces, of a new world that was bound 
to come, a world without class or national oppression, without 
contempt, in which all men were brothers." These dreams, how-
ever, became darker after the dissolution of the KPP, when many 
felt disoriented and when they began to think about the possibility 
of war with Germany as the resolution of the complicated ideo-
logical and existential reality. 

In these daydreams, the personal and the present were subordi-
nated to the common and the future. These dreams were extrapo-
lated from the negative elements of their personal situation and of 
Polish society as they knew it and from the positive elements of 
Communist theory and facts known about the Soviet Union. The 
essence of extrapolation was the new reality to come, in which the 
former would be positively reshaped in accordance with the latter. 
As was the case with the cognitive elements of their political cul-
ture, even in daydreams, the future dominated the present. As their 
revolutionary suffering intensified, their actual present situation 
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became increasingly less important than the future reward: the 
world as it was going to be. 

Much of the content of these dreams was not necessarily differ-
ent from that of their non-Jewish comrades. What was different, 
however, were the clear traces of their origins in the longing for a 
society without anti-Semitism and their distinct intensity with 
roots in messianic longings. 

While the cognitive elements of the totality of this political cul-
ture were more "public," an accepted part of the general political 
culture of Communists in prison, the emotional ones were more 
"private," part of the background factors characteristic to them 
alone. As the latter affected the former, the result was a political 
subculture of a discernible separate quality. 

Certainly there were Jewish Communists who deviated from 
this pattern of being and becoming; nor did every non-Jewish 
comrade in prison differ from it. But this pattern of craving and 
respect for knowledge, the characteristics of the process of learn-
ing itself, of the style of their thinking and dreaming, distinguished 
them from their non-Jewish comrades. They were all Communists, 
but despite their conscious effort to become like all the others, they 
were different. This was so because their political subculture was a 
product not only of Communist maturation but also of their cul-
tural background and their initial social situation. This merging 
of ethnicity, ideology, and politics was symbolically expressed by 
a respondent: "I believed in Stalin and in the party as my father 
believed in the Messiah." 

At the same time as their political culture to a certain extent 
distinguished them from their non-Jewish comrades, their prison 
experience produced a further estrangement from the world of 
their parents and their non-Communist peers. Prison served as their 
high schools of further Communist deethnification and Poloniza-
tion. The Communist prison population represented the ethnic 
mosaic of Poland at that time. Besides Jews, Poles and Ukrainians 
formed the majority in the prison communes, but there were also 
Byelorussians and some Germans present. Polish was the Latin of 
this multiethnic community, and linguistic acculturation rein-
forced Polonization. Thus, some of those who came from the poor 
homes of Orthodox parents, who spoke primarily Yiddish and 
had only a poor command of Polish prior to their prison sentences, 
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learned for the first time to speak, read, and write proper Polish. 
Others refined their mastery of Polish and deepened their knowl-
edge of Polish literature. There were no illiterates among them, 
but some of their Polish comrades from peasant backgrounds were 
illiterate, and the cases of illiteracy among the Ukrainians were 
quite frequent. The illiterates and those Ukrainians or Byelorus-
sians who did not have a command of proper Polish were, as a 
rule, taught Polish during their prison terms, often by their Jewish 
comrades who displayed a particular eagerness to act as accultur-
ating agents. 

Some of those who spent their prison terms in the eastern terri-
tories, primarily among Ukrainians, report a fairly advanced 
acculturation to the Ukrainian language and way of life. However, 
their acculturation stopped at a basic level and was an intermedi-
ary step in the process leading from their Jewish background to-
ward Polonization. 

Life in a multiethnic Communist prison collective was in itself 
a practical training in deethnification. In the common denomina-
tor of joint struggle, shared ideological commitment, and identical 
present social situation, ethnic differences seemed not only unim-
portant but even detrimental. In the daily life of the commune, in 
studies and in political actions, unity overshadowed particularity 
and difference. This intense sense of joint participation and unity 
formed a strong, positive experience: the respondents refer fre-
quently and spontaneously to the absolute lack of anti-Semitism 
and the sense of brotherhood in the prison communes. In this 
atmosphere, holding onto the separate ethnic divisions of the Pol-
ish society seemed to them to be even more out of place than in 
freedom. Thus, their deethnification gained new momentum. It ex-
pressed itself in behavior, in conscious thinking, and in practical 
efforts to move away from their background particularities. The 
old world of Jewish habit and tradition seemed hopelessly out-
dated and the national affirmation of their Zionist or Bundist peers 
even more reactionary and dangerous than it seemed before. 

The deethnification that occurred in prison continued processes 
that had been initiated earlier and was a factor of strong uniformi-
ty. However, there still existed differences and variations. As a 
rule, those from assimilated homes of the intelligentsia and profes-
sionals were higher placed in the prison commune hierarchy than 
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their comrades from poor, traditional homes. They belonged to 
the intellectual aristocracy of the communes and were often guides 
for the others on their path through study, schooling, and accul-
turation. While the subjective Polonization of the former seemed 
now to be complete, the latter still accepted their ethnicity. 
However, the attraction of asserting their Jewish identity lessened 
still further for them also, becoming now wholly subordinated to 
their Communist self-identification. As one put it, "Of course, I 
was still a Jew, but what did this matter? First and foremost I was 
a Communist." 

Characteristically enough, their Polish or Ukrainian comrades 
did not strive after a similarly radical deethnification. Although 
like all good Communists, ethnic Poles and Ukrainians regarded 
their ethnicity as subordinated to their Communist conviction, 
they did not regard these identities as in conflict and handled their 
ethnicity with much greater ease. Already visible during the pre-
prison period, in prison, this difference became even more appar-
ent. It is still frequently referred to in the proverbial phrase that a 
Pole could be a Pole and a Communist, a Ukrainian could be a 
Ukrainian and a Communist, but a Jew, if Communist, could only 
be a Communist and nothing else. Apparently, compared to their 
non-Jewish comrades, these Jewish Communists were far ahead in 
a general process of Communist deethnification. As the result, at 
least in their perception, they were more internationalist than their 
Polish or Ukrainian comrades.6 

Thus, the effect of their prison experience was twofold. While 
their particular political culture distinguished them from their 
non-Jewish comrades, their Communist maturation increased 
their alienation from the original social settings and separated 
them still further from specifically Jewish concerns, perspectives, 
and options. 

Their prison experience also had a reinforcing effect in the area 
of interpersonal relations. In their recollections, there are con-
flicting references to friendship and brotherhood as permeating the 
relations between comrades but also to impersonality in these rela-
tions and the subordination of personal friendship to the move-
ment. Identification with the movement and the perception of 
being alone in a hostile world had the double effect of stimulating 
a sense of brotherhood with comrades in struggle but also of inter-
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nal suspicion and distrust. Facing the contradictory demands of 
comradeship and vigilance, they were in a classical double-bind 
situation. The result was that their relations with comrades in the 
movement were of a double quality. They were close and much 
more intense than relations with people outside the movement, but 
they were also more situational and functional and, thus, replace-
able. Moreover, because there was an immanent need for self-
vigilance built into every relationship, interpersonal relations 
tended in the direction of formality and reservation. This process 
of deterioration in interpersonal relations among Communists 
appears to be reinforced by the increasing Stalinization of the 
movement, becoming especially apparent in connection with the 
Moscow trials and the dissolution of the KPP. 

Their intense identification with the movement, which reached 
its peak in connection with prison terms, had a strongly alienating 
effect on their relations with people outside the movement. As the 
movement was the focal point of their identity, people outside 
tended to be perceived in increasingly functional terms: basically, 
they were regarded as allies, sympathizers, enemies, or indiffér-
ents. Although this remoteness in itself had a reinforcing effect on 
the weight of interpersonal relations between the comrades, as the 
only ones that really counted, this effect could not wholly compen-
sate for the losses in common friendly warmth, trust, and relaxa-
tion. Thus, to put it succinctly, the more Communist they were, 
the more comrades and fewer friends they had. 

In their recollections, there are numerous references to becom-
ing hardened by serving time in prison, to increased self-
confidence and self-respect. Communists were the aristocracy of 
the prison population. Their intellectuality, ideological commit-
ment, and collective power resulted in their being feared and re-
spected by the prison authorities and treated with veneration by 
ordinary prisoners. The Communist collective, a nucleus of the 
future society, was a source of strength in the difficult prison situa-
tion. At the bottom was the shared conviction of eventual victory, 
which gave each inner strength and confidence. 

This was reinforced by the apparent significance attached to 
them by others. The very process that led to their present 
situation—their underground activities, apprehension, trials, and 
consequent imprisonment—were steps in and verification of their 
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revolutionary career and the society's confirmation of their sub-
versive potency. Their consciousness of this was further reinforced 
by the shared, "hardening" experience of prison: of having or 
struggling for special rights, of improving their general education, 
of participating in advanced ideological schooling, of hunger 
strikes, and so on. As a result, their self-respect, strength, and 
dedication to the revolutionary career increased enormously: this 
was the essence of what they called "becoming hardened." 

Thus, one of the basic functions of the prison was a confirma-
tion and a public recognition of their revolutionary career and so-
cial importance. This recognition was a final act of their significa-
tion by society, a process that, in David Matza's terms, can be said 
to have resulted in a "unity of meaning"7 between themselves and 
the hostile outside world. These factors enhanced the affirmation 
of the previously entered revolutionary path and greatly facilitated 
the process of their individual and collective formation. 

The organized Polish Communist movement in the interwar 
period was the decisive framework in which the path and identity 
of these people developed. From the first encounter with Com-
munist ideals and revolutionary apprenticeship in the movement, 
the stages in their revolutionary career led through an escalating 
spiral of increased activity in and identification with the movement 
and a parallel alienation from the existing society. The outcome of 
this process was a common frame of social position, of perception 
and reference, of internalized norms, values, and patterns of re-
sponse, of identical or very similar understanding of the dynamics 
of the world and one's place in it. In this way, their increasingly 
specialized and analogous moral and social careers constituted a 
decisive sequence of shared, unifying experiences that, leading 
through the watersheds and centrifugal forces, facilitated and fer-
tilized the birth of their generation. 

This process of becoming was to continue. In its course, under 
the impact of changing social realities, of new watersheds, new 
potential turning points and centrifugal forces, the contours of the 
already discernible generation would clarify further and undergo 
significant changes. With all the coming changes, however, the his-
tory of the generation as expressed in the social positions, action, 
and identity of its members was launched at this time. They were 
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to continue their common career for another thirty years, until it 
was dramatically altered under the impact of their existential de-
feat. 

When Nazi Germany attacked Poland on September 1 , 1 9 3 9 , 
almost half of the respondents were still imprisoned. Among them, 
as among those outside prison walls, many were still ideologically 
and existentially shaken and disoriented after the dissolution of 
their party. Hence, parallel to fears of the suffering that a war with 
Germany would surely bring, it was in one sense awaited as the 
cutting of the Gordian knot of their bewildering, confusing reality. 

Despite chaotic individual peculiarities, there is a clear pattern 
of paths to the Soviet Union. Those who were still in prison were 
either freed by the prison authorities or escaped, often helped by 
nonpolitical inmates. All knew about the Nazis' anti-Jewish 
persecutions, and although unable to foresee the ghastliness of the 
Holocaust, they were convinced that as Communists they would 
be in real danger under German occupation. Before the German 
victory over Poland was complete, part of them either attempted 
to or actually joined the armed resistance. In any case, sooner or 
later, those from western and central Poland joined the wave of 
refugees that fled eastward to the territories that were to be occu-
pied by the Soviet Union after its invasion of Poland on September 
*7> !939> o r consciously strove to cross, legally or illegally, the 
new German-Russian border when this invasion became a fact. 
There they joined all those who were residing in eastern Poland 
prior the outbreak of the war in the territories that now belonged 
to the Soviet Union. 

Thus, the years of their Soviet odyssey began. 









Chapter Nine 

Confronting Dreams 

The Second World War and the Holocaust were unprecedented 
catastrophes in whose fires the generation's previous world would 
disappear as if it had never existed. This peer generation was deci-
mated, as was all of Polish Jewry. Of those who were left when the 
war was over, most had survived in the USSR. The content and the 
outcome of this period—the turmoil of the Soviet experience,1 the 
creation of Communist Poland and the Jewish state—were to in-
fluence deeply and condition their further identities and actions. 

Historical events beyond their control structured their refugee 
careers in three separate, clearly distinguishable periods that were 
highlighted by some key events or turning points that deeply in-
fluenced their status and field of possible action. The first period 
began when the German troops attacked Poland on September i , 
1939, and when the Soviet armies completed the new partition of 
Poland seventeen days later. This was a period of the first, chaotic 
confrontations with the Soviet reality, of enthusiasm, confusion, 
and disappointment. It was a time of voluntary migration and of 
deportation to labor camps and forced settlements. It ended with 
the German invasion of the USSR and the subsequent Polish-
Soviet agreement. The second period was one of freedom from 
imprisonment, refugee migration, hunger, and the burdens of war. 
Their helplessness, misery, confusion, and—in all cases except for 
those belonging to the elite—political inactivity lasted throughout 
this period, which ended when the gradual deterioration of official 
Polish-Soviet relations resulted in the establishment of the 
Communist-led Union of Polish Patriots, the breakdown of dip-
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lomatic relations between the Soviet Union and the London-
based Polish government, and the establishment of a Communist-
led Polish army. Only during this third period, and especially as its 
end approached, did they regain a sense of their own importance 
and mission and, whether it was an illusion or not, of control over 
their own fate. 

H o w Many Were They? 

The Soviet experience did not touch Polish-Jewish Communists 
alone. It was shared with a large section of prewar Polish society, a 
section that mirrored its social, political, and ethnic composition. 
Thus, there were Poles, Jews, Ukrainians, and Byelorussians; 
workers, officials, clerks, peasants, artisans, merchants, and intel-
ligentsia; people of all political and religious shades. Each of the 
groups drew its own lesson from this experience. Many such les-
sons have been of central importance to the postwar history of Po-
land, manifesting themselves in reinforced anti-Soviet attitudes 
among large strata of Polish society and in a complicated love-hate 
attitude toward the USSR on the part of the Polish Communist. 
Therefore, it is of fundamental importance to establish the basic 
facts about the total number of people affected by this experience 
and, within this population, the number of the members of this 
generation. Although it is only possible to operate with rough esti-
mates, we have to pose the question, how many were they? 

According to most estimates, between 1,200,000 and 1,500,000 
Polish citizens were deported from Poland's former eastern prov-
inces to the USSR before the outbreak of the Soviet-German war. 
Most of them found themselves in prisons, labor camps, and 
forced settlements. It can be estimated that together with others— 
those who voluntarily left the borderlands for work in the central 
regions of the Soviet Union, those mobilized into the Soviet army, 
Polish prisoners of war, and those evacuated inside the USSR 
when the Soviet-German war broke out—there were between 
1,600,000 and 1,800,000 Polish citizens in the USSR during the 
years of the Second World War.2 The number of Polish Jews 
among them amounted to about one-third.3 

How many died and how many survived the war is impossible 
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to say. Approximations of the number of those who did not sur-
vive the hardships and died a violent or early death reach up to 50 
percent. A more cautious estimate, however, would probably low-
er this figure to 15 to 20 percent. Among the victims, there were 
most probably over 100,000 Polish Jews.4 

For obvious reasons, it is even more difficult to establish how 
many members of the generation found refuge from the Nazis in 
the USSR and how many of them survived the war. Here no data 
exist: all we are left with is the possibility of making estimations 
based on the few known facts and trends. Thus, recalling that Jews 
constituted about one-fourth of the total Polish Communist move-
ment during the prewar period, one can estimate that prior to the 
dissolution of the KPP, there were some 6,000 to 10,000 orga-
nized Jewish Communists in Poland.5 With this as a starting point, 
one can use a partly statistical and partly circumstantial way of 
tracking evidence. Since at the end of the 1930s, there were about 
3.4 million Jews in Poland, the Communists among them consti-
tuted 0.18 to 0.29 percent of the population. We know that the 
proportion of Communists among Polish Jews in the USSR was 
substantially higher than in Poland during the prewar period, and 
we can assume that it was two to three times higher than the pre-
war rate.6 As about 500,000 Polish Jews found themselves in the 
USSR at the outset of the war, we arrive at the conclusion that at 
the outset of this period, there were between two and three 
thousand Polish-Jewish Communists in the USSR. 

Further, accepting the estimation that one-fifth of the overall 
Polish-Jewish refugee population in the USSR died during the war, 
the proportion of children and elderly among the victims must 
have been much higher than young adults, who, obviously, were 
better equipped to survive the hardships of these years. As the 
proportion of young people among the Polish-Jewish Communists 
in the USSR was probably much higher than among the general 
refugee population—the members of the generation we are con-
cerned with were then in their twenties and early thirties—let us 
assume that the death rate among them was about half the overall 
one, that is, around one-tenth. Thus, out of the two to three 
thousand Polish-Jewish Communists in the USSR, more than two 
thousand presumably survived the war. 
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These estimations seem to be directly or indirectly supported by 
the few existing data. There is indeed some evidence confirming 
the estimation that there might have been some three thousand 
Polish Communists in the Soviet Union at the outset, that Jews 
constituted a substantial majority among them, and that some two 
thousand Polish-Jewish prewar Communists joined the new Com-
munist party in Poland following the end of the war.7 

Although their Soviet odyssey lasted only a couple of years, and 
although they were still young when it ended, its importance was 
crucial. It meant another shared, decisive experience that was to 
deeply influence their future lives. 

Their individual experiences during the Soviet period could pro-
vide the stuff for films and novels. What will be described below, 
however, is not the myriad individual paths and situations as 
actually lived by these people but rather the main influences that 
this experience had on the further formation of the generation and 
its members. 

The Soviet Rule 

In accordance with the secret protocols in the Russian-German 
treaty and after having several times been urged by the German 
Command to "move on," the Red Army crossed Poland's eastern 
borders on September 17 , 1939.8 Poland was dying. Its highest 
authorities had already been evacuated from Warsaw. There were 
no clear orders given the Polish army in the eastern areas, and 
early rumor had it that the Russians would assist Poland against 
Germany. 

Ukrainians, Byelorussians, and Jews constituted the majority of 
the population of these territories. The Polish government's policy 
toward national minorities made it an easy task for Soviet pro-
paganda to portray the Red Army as their liberator from national 
and class oppression. Thus, the majority of the population— 
Ukrainian nationalists, Byelorussian Socialists, the Jewish poor, 
refugees from the German-occupied territories, some ethnic Poles 
who initially regarded the Soviet army as an ally, and, of course, 
the Communists—enthusiastically welcomed the Red Army. 

The Soviet takeover was a process in which a clear pattern can 
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be discerned. At first, Soviet propaganda called on minorities to 
avenge the ills committed by the "Polish nobility," and several acts 
of violence were committed by spontaneously created militia 
bands. Soon the new authorities organized local provisional com-
mittees and official militia forces, into which some of the voluntary 
militia were incorporated. A wave of arrests of Polish officers, 
policemen, politicians, and state functionaries quickly filled the 
prisons. Banks and industries were nationalized, large estates were 
confiscated, and land was parceled out to poor peasants. Industrial 
goods and equipment were transported into the inner regions of 
the USSR. Systematic and repeated registration of the local 
population, refugees, and private property prepared the way for a 
further integration of these territories into the social-political 
structure of the USSR. 

On the political-legal level, the main instrument of this integra-
tion was the election to the National Assemblies of Western 
Ukraine and Western Byelorussia on October 22, 1939. A massive 
election campaign was conducted with the help of local Commu-
nists and political activists from the USSR. Everyone was obliged to 
participate in the propaganda meetings held in their election dis-
tricts and, later, in the referendum. In an atmosphere of confusion, 
enthusiasm, and terror, the official election lists were declared to 
have received the support of 92 percent of the voters. The thus 
elected Assemblies of Western Ukraine and Western Byelorussia 
voted and applied to join the USSR, a request that was formally 
granted by the Supreme Soviet on November 1 and 2, 1939. 

The formal political integration thus accomplished, massive 
arrests and deportations from the territories became the primary 
tool for reshaping its social structure, and the period of the Great 
Fear9 began. 

This is the background against which the years of Soviet odys-
sey began for this generation. Their first meetings with Soviet 
power were characterized by a sense of almost ecstatic happiness 
and liberation. To a degree, especially at the beginning of the 
period, their sense of liberation was shared by a substantial num-
ber of young non-Communist Jews and Jewish workers in the 
territories,10 but it was uniquely intense among the Communists. 
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It must be remembered that this period began as one of uncer-
tainty and confusion. Although most of the generation had over-
come the worst shock connected to the dissolution of the KPP and 
believed it to be justified, the questions, suspicions, fears, and 
organizational-ideological vacuum this left still remained. The 
rapprochement between the USSR and Germany strengthened 
their confusion. 1 1 How could the Soviets make deals with the 
Nazis who, until recently, were regarded as mortal enemies of 
communism? For those who regarded themselves as not only inter-
nationalists but also Polish patriots, there was a painful question 
to face: was Poland never to be again? 

Although suppressed, these confusions and tensions formed the 
partially hidden background of their first encounters with Soviet 
power. Because questions of ideology and politics were basically 
existential in character, the need to overcome doubts and uncer-
tainties appears to have contributed to the overwhelmingly ecstat-
ic feeling of liberation. They were grateful for being saved from 
the Nazis (who now, however, were the Soviet Union's allies), be-
lieved that their previous underdog predicament was behind them, 
and were happy to live under Soviet rule and to participate in 
building the Communist society of their dreams. The healing sense of 
overwhelming change dissolved the knot of disturbing questions. 
Their expectations were enormous and clearly overshadowed their 
doubts. 

There were two basic situations in which the Polish Commu-
nists made their first encounters with Soviet power. The first was as 
inhabitants of the eastern borderlands that were now part of the 
USSR. The second was as refugees from the German-occupied ter-
ritories. The latter group was substantially larger than the former. 

Those who had been living in the territories prior to 1939 
participated together with the Ukrainians in welcoming the Red 
Army. They welcomed the Soviets as liberators and saviors. The 
entry of Soviet forces in some areas had been preceded by two or 
three weeks of German occupation, and the German treatment of 
Jews during this short time contributed to their sense of salvation. 
Cheering and hugging the first Soviet soldiers or officials, they saw 
them as heroes and proud representatives of the Communist sys-
tem. " I felt senselessly happy—it must have been the most beauti-
ful day in my life," is a typical recollection. 
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The initial reactions of the Communist refugees from central and 
western Poland were similarly intense. Most had come to the 
Soviet-occupied territories at the beginning of the period and ex-
perienced no problems crossing the new border. Those who came 
later had to cross illegally and leave worries about their legal sta-
tus until later. (Part of this group was apprehended while crossing 
the border and arrested before being released: for some of them, 
these arrests led to prison.) Even for this group, the initial meetings 
with Soviet power meant an immediate and spontaneous joy and 
relief from the terror of Nazi occupation and the past. Most of all, 
the new situation meant hope for the future. "When I saw the first 
Russian soldier I was so joyous that I did not know what to do. I 
hugged him, kissed him, and asked him to accept my Dutch 
watch," one remembered. 

This sense of euphoria and boundless expectation had to be ad-
justed as it confronted reality. After a short time, increasing pover-
ty and everyday hardship hit the population. There was a shortage 
of basic goods in the territories, long queues, and a black market 
with rapidly rising prices. The officials brought from the inner 
areas of the USSR often practiced a double standard, revealing a 
personal greed and corruption that drastically differed from their 
image of proper Soviet state functionaries. However, against this 
potential disappointment worked the important factor of upward 
social mobility—mostly on the part of the local residents—and 
the still-intoxicating feeling of denouement. Thus, they explained 
some of the new puzzling facts of life as "typical for a transitory 
period." Or they thought, "They sent the wrong people." Even if 
the romantic enthusiasm of the very first meetings with Soviet rule 
soon became more realistic, the members of the generation still 
retained a basic trust and a determination to make the best out of a 
sometimes difficult or confusing situation. 

Parallel with this basic trust, however, was increasing caution. 
As the Communist refugees were pouring in, they felt the urge to 
settle down, to start their lives anew and join in the task of build-
ing a new society. They were in need of material help and assis-
tance in finding jobs and housing. To have been a fighting Com-
munist, a prisoner of the anti-Communist regime, was, of course, a 
merit. However, as the Polish party had been denounced as polluted 
by ideological diversion and as infiltrated by police agents, it soon 
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became clear that it was best to keep quiet about the KPP. Present-
ing oneself as a former polityczny (political prisoner) rather than 
as a member of the Polish Communist movement became a sym-
bolic expression of this situation. 

The refugee Communists registered with local organizations for 
former political prisoners, which soon became focal points for 
meetings and reunions between old comrades. These organizations 
opened canteens, proveded the former prisoners with letters of 
recommendation to local authorities, and helped them to find 
jobs. After a time, however, it also became clear that meeting old 
comrades sometimes could have dangerous consequences. Over-
zealousness, personal conflict, or the desire to prove oneself as de-
serving trust or favor sometimes led to denunciations: for having 
been a Trotskyite, for having expressed doubts about the Moscow 
trials, and so on. This could lead to immediate arrest and, conse-
quently, to the labor camps. Even if they understood the need for a 
new regime to be on guard against political enemies and ideologi-
cal diversion, many were perplexed and all made cautious by the 
arrests of their comrades. Thus, after initial contacts with the orga-
nization and warnings that, for instance, the particular trial at 
which one had been sentenced was now regarded as Trotskyist, 
some chose to quickly move to other cities and keep a low profile 
concerning their Communist past. Others, who crossed the border 
later, learned quickly and avoided such potentially dangerous con-
tacts altogether. As time went on, even those who worked in the 
Soviet propaganda apparatus, with local authorities, in schools or 
factories, learned to be extremely careful about what they said and 
to be selective in their contacts with former comrades. Thus, their 
fundamental devotion to the USSR was beginning to merge with 
the practical lessons drawn from the Great Fear. These lessons were 
to become an integral part of their education in practical Com-
munist politics. 

On the subject of attitudes toward Polish statehood, there were 
subtle differences between locals and refugees. The Polish state 
had apparently ceased to exist, and the subject of its possible re-
creation was taboo. The local Communists, whose program had 
always included the slogan of national liberation from the Polish 
"national oppression," accepted the new reality without any se-
rious ideological or psychological difficulty. As for those from Po-
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land's central and western areas, many had mixed feelings about 
the new partition. However, they were disciplined and did not 
criticize the Soviet Union. Moreover, the subject was highly explo-
sive, one that was discussed only with one's most trusted friends. 
In any case, whether one liked it or not, Poland no longer existed, 
and this seemed to be final. 

The new political situation affected their legal status. As the 
Western Ukraine and Western Byelorussia now became part of the 
Soviet Union, the local population, those who had been living east 
of the Bug River, were regarded as Soviet citizens, a condition that 
Communists from the territories generally gladly accepted. The 
refugees from central and western Poland had the alternative of 
either requesting to return to the German-occupied territories or 
applying for Soviet citizenship. Thus, many Communist refugees 
became Soviet citizens during this period, and several others fol-
lowed later. Most of these people eventually listened to the pro-
paganda and moved voluntarily to the central regions of the USSR. 
But a large proportion of the refugee Communists, perhaps a 
majority, retained their unclear refugee status, either because of 
some unclear sense of caution, an unwillingness to accept the 
situation as permanent, or inertia in this chaotic situation. They 
were living in cities crowded with refugees, taking different jobs in 
other places, and most often coming back. Their situation was 
unstable. 

Paths and Destinies 

After the initial encounters with Soviet rule, the generation's careers 
began to take on an increasingly clear shape. When the period 
began, they were all in more or less the same situation, except that 
some were local residents and others refugees. As time went on, 
however, their paths formed distinct categories, destinies, and ex-
periences. 

Four major types of career crystallized. There were those who 
belonged to the Polish Communist elite; the locals, that is, those 
who had lived in the borderlands prior to 1939; the voluntary 
resettlers, that is, those who voluntarily moved to work in the cen-
tral regions of the USSR; and, finally, those who were imprisoned 
and deported to forced settlement and labor camps. In some indi-
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vidual cases, elements of the different types of career merged. One 
could, for instance, start off working somewhere in the Western 
Ukraine, move for a time to the central regions of the USSR, and 
come back only to be arrested and deported to a forced settlement. 
In most of the cases, however, the careers were clear-cut and 
"logical," consistently following the same pattern throughout this 
period. These careers were to last until the end of the period, when 
the Soviet-German war broke out and radically changed their 
situation. 

With only a few exceptions, the Polish-Communist refugee elite 
in the USSR at this time formed a little group of intellectuals and 
those second-rank prewar leaders who, thanks to having served 
time in Polish prisons or to a lack of political importance, were not 
touched by the terror surrounding the dissolution of the KPP. 
They were few, and although they were to participate in important 
historical events in the future, in this period their significance for 
other members of the generation was very limited. Although they 
were privileged in comparison to the others, until the outbreak of 
the Soviet-German war, their political role was almost nonexis-
tent, limited to Polish-Communist refugee circles and to executing 
minor tasks in the new propaganda and culture apparatus. At the 
beginning, they were concentrated in the main centers for Polish 
Communists, in the cities of Lvov, Byalystok, and, before the re-
gion was ceded to Lithuania, in and around Vilna, where the Com-
munist journals in Polish, such as Czerwony Sztander (Red Ban-
ner), Nowe Horyzonty (New Horizons), and Sztandar Wolnosci 
(Freedom's Banner), were published. Their basic convictions, 
fears, and hopes were the same as all the others'. What distin-
guished them was their latent political ambition. Their treatment by 
the Soviet authorities appeared to confirm that Moscow regarded 
Poland's disappearance from the political map as final, with no 
need to reestablish a separate Polish-Communist structure. This 
was to change, however, and when this change took place, their 
usefulness as instruments of Soviet politics reshaped their own 
careers and deeply influenced the destiny of all the others. 

The situation of the locals was, relatively speaking, better and 
less ambiguous than that of all the others. For them, the Soviet 
takeover meant a dramatic push up the ladder of social mobility. 
From being political and ethnic underdogs, they now rose to be 
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Soviet citizens, active participants in implementing the ideas they 
had fought for. Most of them stayed in the area working in the 
middle level of the propaganda apparatus and local administra-
tion, in the new school system, and in industry. In building new 
trade unions and organizing and working in Jewish or Ukrainian 
schools or in nationalized industry, they saw themselves as 
creators of a new local social structure, constructors of a new and 
better life. They were enthusiastic and determined: they mastered 
early the art of explaining away the unpleasant elements of reality 
with standard phrases like, "The best people are busy working 
elsewhere" or "When Stalin learns about i t . . . . " In their naive, 
uncorrupted zeal they were consistent up to the point of cruel 
righteousness. Those with parents or close relatives who owned 
small shops and stalls refused to help them when a wave of mea-
sures directed against the private sector of the economy hit them; 
instead, they tried to explain how present hardships would even-
tually result in a better future for all. The problems and ambi-
guities of the past seemed to be behind them and the path of their 
lives clearly staked out. Although they also had to learn to be cau-
tious, as a category, they had fewer doubts and more straightfor-
ward enthusiasm than all the others. While the coming Soviet-
German war meant a second chance for most of the others, for this 
group, it was tragic break and a beginning of their odyssey. 

The refugees from Poland's central and western areas formed a 
large majority among the Polish-Jewish Communists in the USSR. 
Forming part of the gigantic wave of refugees from the German-
occupied Polish territories, they poured in from the first weeks of 
the German invasion until the summer of 1 9 4 1 , just before the 
start of the Soviet-German war. The Soviet administration re-
garded the refugees with suspicion and, as time went on, tried to 
seal off the border. 

After the first meetings with the Soviet authorities, two distinct 
types of career took shape among the members of this group: 
voluntary settler in the central regions of the Soviet Union and 
prisoner in a labor camp or forced settlement. 

The total number of those Polish nationals who at this stage 
voluntarily moved to the central regions of the USSR remains un-
clear. This group numbered at least 20,000 possibly as many as 
80,000, 1 2 many Jewish Communists and sympathizers (the fate of 



The Soviet Odyssey 

these two categories was now beginning to merge) among them. 
Almost all of them had or were to become Soviet citizens. These 
were the enthusiasts who accepted the intensive propaganda to 
work in the central regions of the USSR. Their choice of settlement 
was limited by their legal status: they were not permitted to reside 
in large cities or closer than 100 kilometers to the Soviet border. 
Furnished with train tickets and letters of recommendation, they 
moved with other groups to the Soviet inland, most often to work 
in the large industrial plants of the Donets Basin. Although as a 
rule they were well received, some became discouraged by the in-
sufficient food supply and housing and moved back or farther on 
in search of a better life and better working conditions. After a 
time, however, almost all settled down to accept what seemed to 
be the new course of their lives. 

The Soviet reality was not entirely as they had imagined. Com-
mon people were busy trying to make ends meet, foodstuffs were 
scarce or rationed, and living standards were low. As their new 
Soviet friends congratulated them on the privilege of living in the 
USSR, it became apparent that the former had a grossly distorted 
picture of life outside the Soviet frontier. Some Russians believed, 
for instance, that workers in Warsaw had been dying of starva-
tion, others that the gentry and officers in prewar Poland had the 
right to cast several more votes in elections than workers and 
peasants. The quality of clothing that some brought with them 
from Poland was the subject of wonder, and, for instance, one of 
them was called minister inostrannykh dyel (minister of foreign 
affairs) because he wore a hat. Living as Soviet citizens in the cen-
tral regions of the country, they did not boast about their Polish-
Communist past and had to be cautious in what they said and to 
whom. Those who did not fully realize the extent of their new 
situation were hurt by the lack of trust and the limitations on 
geographic mobility implied in their legal status. Despite this, 
however, most of them accepted their new lives and kept up a sort 
of realistic optimism regarding their future. Often in the company 
of other resettlers and finding the Russian people kindhearted and 
helpful, they did not feel estranged or alone. Even if life was not 
easy, they shared it equally with native Russians and could make 
ends meet. Thus, although experience modified their initial ex-
pectations to a more realistic level, they were not altogether dis-
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contented but determined to make the best out of their lives. If this 
group's satisfaction could be measured and compared with the 
others, they would probably make a good second best, after the 
local Communists from the USSR's new western territories and 
ahead of the frustrated intellectuals and activists of the elite group. 

Not all were so lucky, however. The most numerous group 
among the generation was those who became deportees and pris-
soners during this period. They formed part of a category that 
probably numbered about 880,000 people, possibly as many as 
i,250,000. 1 3 This category was composed of both refugees from 
central and western Poland and members of the local population 
of Poland's former eastern regions (about 10 percent of this 
population was deported). Jews formed about 30 percent of those 
deported. The Communists among them were mainly refugees and 
non-Soviet citizens, deported to camps or settlements directly from 
the USSR's newly won eastern areas. Some of them, however, had 
been imprisoned prior to deportation, either in the territories or 
after having become new Soviet citizens and voluntary resettlers: 
in this way, they shifted from their earlier careers to join the most 
typical of them all—the career of the deportee. 

There were four major waves of deportation from the newly 
won western territories of the USSR: in February, April, and June 
1940 and in June 1941. Most refugee Jews were deported in June 
1940. 14 The general direction of the deportation was to the east 
and northeast: deported na biale niedzwiedzie (to the polar bears) 
became a lasting phrase in the Polish vocabulary. About half of 
those deported found themselves in labor camps and prisons and 
another half in forced settlements. 

The deportations hit the Communists as hard as the others. 
Among the different categories of people listed for deportation by 
the National Commissariat of Interior Affairs (NKVD) were refu-
gees and "persons removed from the Communist party." 1 5 As 
they could be defined as both, their Communist past turned into a 
disadvantage, and they were treated as badly as everyone else. 
Some were rounded up in the streets, while others, resigned, tired 
of hiding, and seeing the cities becoming increasingly empty of 
their fellow refugees, turned themselves in to the police. In most 
cases, however, they were taken from their homes by the NKVD at 
night. They were allowed only a short time to pack some food and 
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clothing and then were transported in awaiting trains. Symbolic of 
their helplessness was the way in which the future that awaited them 
at the end of the long journey was decided. At the railway platform, 
they were asked about their marital status. Those who—truthfully 
or not—reported being single and those who reported being mar-
ried were gathered into separate groups and loaded into different 
trains. As a rule, the unmarried were sent to the largeri (camps) 
and the married to the spets-posyolki (special settlements). 

Transported under guard for about three weeks in the primitive 
conditions of crowded cattle cars and with insufficient food and 
water, those who were to go farther east were reloaded onto other 
trains or horse carts. Those who were to go north were loaded on 
boats. On arrival at their camps or forced settlements several days 
later, they were summarily informed about their sentences. Most 
had been sentenced under paragraph 58 as a "sotsyalno-opasnyj 
element" (socially dangerous element). Some learned that they had 
been sentenced to three years; in most cases, however, the sen-
tences were five to ten years. 

Although the situation varied from camp to camp, from settle-
ment to settlement, and from one period to another (as it varied 
for every individual in such settings), the camps and settlements 
represented different degrees of the same experience: hard work 
and struggle for physical survival. From this point of view, the 
basic difference between labor camp and settlement was that in the 
latter, one worked for pay, with which basic food could be 
bought, while in the former, one worked for a payok, a daily, and 
usually insufficient, food ration. In the settlements, the inmates 
also enjoyed a greater freedom of movement. Those deported 
directly to the camps and settlements discovered what to them 
seemed close to a final hell. However, for those who had been in 
Soviet prisons prior to deportation, the camps and settlements 
usually meant, at the beginning at least, a change for the better. 

In the same way as the Gulag system and its camps, most of the 
settlements to which they came witnessed the Soviet Union's mod-
ern sociopolitical history. The barracks they moved into had been 
built by members of nationalities or social classes who had been 
deported earlier. In some of the settlements, some of these pioneers 
were still alive; in others, the barracks were empty and only the 
graves marked the presence of the builders. 
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Most of those who came to the camps were placed in so-called 
closed zones, which primarily meant working in guarded slave bri-
gades, felling the forests, mining, or working on road construc-
tion, with no or very limited contact with prisoners in other sec-
tions. Those in settlements would work in the forests or, in some 
cases, in agriculture. As there are levels of everything, even of 
being imprisoned, there was a tyurma (prison) for discipline 
breaches in all the camps and most of the settlements. Soon after 
arrival, the refugees were warned of the finality of their fate by 
fellow prisoners ("Od syuda nikto nje vernyotsycT—From here 
nobody goes back) or the camp superiors ("Vy zdyes budyetye na 
wsyegda, poka v tsyelom mirye komurtisma nje budjet"—You will 
stay here forever, until there will be communism in the whole 
world). They all quickly learned the general rule: "/Cío nje rabota-
jety tot nje kushayet" (Who does not work, does not eat). Thus, 
although the situation varied, those who met the prescribed norms 
of work could receive up to 1,000 grams of bread and a plate of 
warm soup a day, but those who did not had to manage on 300 
grams of bread a day or, sometimes, nothing at all. In the settle-
ments, their earnings were at times so low that many were unable 
to buy their daily bread ration or pay for the daily plate of soup. 
Some were saved by food parcels from their families, but such 
parcels came only rarely. Their despair over their destiny and the 
conditions of their life and work were commented on realistically 
and without malice: "Nichevo, priviknyosh, kak nje priviknyosh, 
padakhnyosh" (Don't worry, you will get used to it, if you won't, 
you will die). 

Working (and, when possible, cheating) to fill the high norms of 
production and almost always hungry, they froze during the long 
and extremely cold winter or were swollen and aching from bites 
from the millions of insects during the summer months. Lice were 
a plague. In the camps, their instructors were often those former 
inmates, for instance, the kulacks, who had survived their own 
sentences and were now free, although without the right to move 
elsewhere. The same could be the case in the settlements, where 
even the commander might be a former deportee. In the settle-
ments, Polish nationals often formed the total or, at least, the 
majority of the population. All social strata were represented, a 
reminder of the social structure of prewar Polish society. The 
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ethnic structure was changed, however, with Jews often forming 
either the majority or a very large minority of the inmates. As for 
the camps, their population mirrored the social and ethnic com-
position of the USSR, confirming the basic truth of the contempo-
rary Russian saying that there are three categories of people: those 
who are imprisoned, those who were imprisoned, and those who 
will be imprisoned. 

Among the inmate population of the camps there were plenty 
ready to denounce their fellows or forced to report on them. 
Together with the fact that individual complaints could be toler-
ated but any attempt at organizing collectively would be severely 
punished, and that latent ethnic animosities among the prisoners 
were exploited by the camp authorities, this successfully prevented 
the building of a cohesive prisoner organization similar to the 
Communist communes in the Polish prisons. In the settlements, 
the cohesion was stronger but obstructed by the competitive con-
ditions of life and by ethnic conflicts: people held together accord-
ing to ethnic and regional borderlines within which they utilized 
their reservoir of mutual aid and sympathy. However, the anti-
humanism of the system could not altogether combat the human-
ism of common people. There was despair, but there was also 
hope sustained by moments of mercy in the form of unexpected 
kindness from fellow prisoners or superiors. 

Compared to most other Polish inmates, several Communists 
had the advantage of speaking Russian quite fluently, a legacy of 
their studies during prison sentences in prewar Poland. An addi-
tional asset for survival which they shared with most Polish refu-
gees was their clothes and other belongings, which they could 
sell or exchange for food. Running away was out of the question. 
They were carefully guarded in the camps. In the settlements, 
although there often was only a commander and one policeman, 
they were far from the cities, in the middle of the Siberian taiga or 
the vast steppes of Kazachstan. Some of those who attempted to 
escape were found dead; others came back after a time, preferring 
severe punishment to certain death. In the settlements, people 
dared to hope, but in the camps, the chance of survival was much 
lower. Mortality rates were very high. In the recollections of for-
mer inmates, nearly one-fourth of those in the camps and one-
tenth of those in the settlements died. The survivors were those 
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who had hardened and managed to hold out thanks to their 
shrewdness, youth, and physical fitness. Some survived by being 
able to adjust to the hard labor and rough conditions, others be-
cause of their special skills and ability to maneuver: some had 
bookkeeping experience, others could play an instrument, act, or 
write and could thus work in an office, kitchen, band, or theater 
ensemble. Finally, there were those who survived against all odds: 
even today, they do not understand how. 

The experience of the camps and settlements was tragic for the 
whole deportee population. Indeed, they could testify to the fun-
damental truth in a nearly untranslatable Russian saying that 
summed up the contemporary wisdom: Kto nje byl—budyet, kto 

byl—nje zabudyet (Whoever was not there—will be, whoever was 
there—will not forget). For the members of this generation, 
however, the experience was even more tragic. It was totally con-
trary to their earlier expectations, to their image of the Soviet 
Union and their belief in having deserved a better fate. In fact, 
this experience was quite unexplainable unless one was willing to 
give up the whole world of sacred dreams, beliefs, and percep-
tions, to accept the treasure of past sacrifices and hopes as a fun-
damental mistake, and to radically reevaluate one's world view 
and convictions. Thus, for some, this experience became either the 
beginning of their ideological reorientation or a sharp turning 
away from communism: after the end of the war, most such peo-
ple left Poland and the path of their generation. For most of the 
Communist deportees, however, time would heal wounds, allow-
ing them to combine this experience with their basic ideological 
convictions. For them, the legacy of this experience was to be mix-
ture of repugnance, fear, and love of the enigmatic Soviet giant 
that, despite all, might hold the key to the future of humanity. In 
any case, the final evaluation of this experience had to give way to 
the primacy of struggling to stay alive. Thus, most felt perplexed, 
lost, and scared and concentrated on the everyday game of surviv-
al against the odds of hard labor, insufficient nourishment, and 
disciplinary punishments. 

The same historical tidings can, for some, mean chaos and de-
struction and, for others, liberation and relief. Thus, the prisoners 
were saved by political reconsiderations that followed the out-
break of the Soviet-German war. Had this not occurred, their 
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prison career would have continued: a significant number would 
have died, and the lives of the survivors would have followed the 
general career pattern of other ex-convicts and deportees. In addi-
tion to the general rule of limited freedom of work and place of 
settlement, it would have meant a gradual integration into Soviet 
society and a more or less definite severing of bonds with their 
native country. In any case, their lives would have developed in a 
way completely different from what was to come. 

The same was true for all the others: their careers would also 
have continued, had the war not broken out. Thus, some of the 
members of the elite group would have sooner or later made a 
mistake and gone to prison, while others would have been inte-
grated into the sociopolitical system of Soviet society, arriving 
probably at the lower and medium levels of the Soviet cultural-
political elite. The local Communists from Poland's former eastern 
areas and the voluntary resettlers—with the exception of those 
who would have joined the prisoners—would probably have inte-
grated faster than the others. Poland might not have been reestab-
lished, and, as the lives of the members of the generation would 
have lost most of their common sociopolitical denominator, the 
generation would have disintegrated. 

However, the seemingly fixed course of their career was to 
change when the Soviet-German war broke out. As a result, Soviet 
policy toward Poland and, subsequently, toward Polish Commu-
nists was to be reevaluated, thus changing the collective path of the 
generation and the individual paths of its members. The hopes and 
ambitions of the elite were to be fulfilled as the Soviet leadership 
discovered their political usefulness. The prisoners were to regain 
their freedom and resume their earlier refugee path. The locals and 
the volunteers were to partly share in the war destinies of Soviet 
men and women and partly join the refugees. As the main types of 
career were to gradually regain part of the overall common de-
nominator of present situation and hopes for the future, the pro-
cess of bewilderment and loss of cohesion among the members of 
the generation was at first to slow down and then to stop. Thus, 
when the Soviet-German war broke out, the first period of the 
Soviet odyssey ended, and a new one began. 



Chapter Ten 

The Winds of War 

In the early morning of June 22, 1941, the German army launched 
Operation Barbarossa, thus starting the Soviet-German war. 
Although the war came as a total surprise to the Soviet leadership1 

and was to cost the Soviet Union over 20 million of its citizens, it 
also established it as one of the world's two great powers and 
spread its might over Eastern and Central Europe. Within this new 
framework, the war led to re-creation of the separate Polish state 
and, either as a consequence or as a condition, to a second chance 
for Polish Communists. 

The requirements of the war effort caused the Soviet leadership 
to change its attitude toward the Western powers. The description 
of the war as "imperialist" was dropped, and the Western powers 
became allies in the joint struggle against Nazi Germany. As a 
consequence, Soviet policy toward Poland changed and the Polish-
London card was played. Thus, diplomatic relations between the 
USSR and the Polish government in exile were resumed, and a 
Polish-Soviet agreement was signed in London on July 30, 1941. 
This agreement declared that Soviet-German treaties regarding Po-
land had lost their validity, that a Polish army politically subordi-
nated to the Polish government was to be set up on Soviet soil in 
cooperation with the Soviet government, and that Polish prisoners 
of war2 as well as all Polish citizens deported to the USSR from the 
territories of eastern Poland were to be released. 

As this diplomatic game of Soviet-Western appeasement was 
going on, however, the Soviets kept in their back pocket a Polish 
Communist card, as a strategic reserve to be played at a later stage. 

167 
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Misery and Hope 

Seeing the airplanes circle the skies of the Ukraine, people thought 
it was military maneuvers. The outbreak of the war came as a total 
and tragic surprise to those members of the generation who had 
become Soviet citizens and believed themselves to be on the path 
toward a new life. Fleeing from the approaching German armies, 
either individually or in the midst of the chaotic evacuation, they 
still believed that the Red Army would defeat the German aggres-
sors in a matter of days and that everything would soon return to 
normal. But they would never again see their relatives and friends 
who stayed behind, and their seemingly fixed careers were now 
definitely altered. 

Mounting trucks and trains or going on foot together with 
evacuated Soviet cadres and common people, they fled eastward. 
Flight moved them step by step inside the Soviet Union, to its fac-
tories and agriculture and to increasing wartime misery. Those 
who found work in agricultural or industrial administration be-
came well acquainted with bureaucracy and the system of accumu-
latively faked production accounts. They found corruption to be 
widespread and stealing a general habit. In the worsening wartime 
conditions, getting enough food was most important. The daily 
ration of allotted bread was in some places as low as 200 grams, in 
others 400 grams, and between 800 and 1 , 1 0 0 grams for those 
whose work was qualified as hard. Those who worked in places 
where there was a canteen could, as a rule, buy a plate of warm 
soup or porridge. In some places, hard work was awarded an extra 
bonus of 100 grams of vodka a day, and on the black market, a 
half liter of vodka could be exchanged for 10 kilograms of pota-
toes. Except for these rations, food was extremely difficult to find 
on the legal market. Basic foodstuffs were the main commodity on 
the black market, and prices there were sky-high, clearly surpass-
ing their nominal wages. Access to enough food was a sign of 
social status: in some places the leadership of a factory or a sov-
khoz were served two hot meals, while manual laborers received 
only a watery soup. Those who worked with food, in the kitchens, 
storehouses, or mills, were the lucky ones. Despite the risk of se-
vere punishment, many learned to do as all others and steal food 
to support themselves and their families. Others were left with the 
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possibility of supplementing their wages with whatever they could 
sell or exchange. Those who neither stole nor traded were often 
regarded as queer or dangerous. Thus, as their migrations con-
tinued, they met misery, corruption, and bureaucracy, which often 
ran totally contrary to whatever was left of their earlier images of 
Soviet life. At the same time, however, many of these shortcomings 
could be explained by the conditions of war. In addition, more 
often than not, they met kindness and helpfulness from the general 
Russian populace, with whom they shared these burdens. This 
Russian kindheartedness and sense of brotherhood made it easier 
to assimilate. Thus, some of those who came to reside in areas 
with few or no Jews began using Russian first names instead of 
their original Jewish names and to take on typical Russian habits. 
United by the plagues of war and by the common enemy, they felt 
themselves part of a common suffering and of a common struggle. 

After a period of flight and wandering, the individual careers of 
the former local residents and voluntary resettlers split for a time 
into two separate paths. The women and some of the men were to 
continue the career of war refugees in the inner territories of the 
Soviet Union, while a large part of the men voluntarily enlisted or 
were drafted into the Red Army in the autumn and winter of 1 9 4 1 . 
After a short period of training, sometimes without any training at 
all, many were put into combat in the attempt to stop the Ger-
mans. Others, sometimes without a uniform or weapons, partici-
pated in the panic-stricken retreat. For many, this period ended in 
the hospital, either as wounded or simply sick, and a consequent 
demobilization. As Stalin regarded the nearly 150,000 mobilized 
Poles as an "unreliable element," they were demobilized on his 
order in winter 1 9 4 1 - 4 2 ; in some cases, however, this order was 
not locally implemented before winter 1942-43 . Most members of 
the generation who were demobilized from the Red Army were 
directly mobilized again in the stroybaty (construction battalions), 
a large army of forced labor employed in the building and main-
taining of roads, railroads, and other strategic projects. Many 
others were mobilized into the stroybaty later, after having moved 
to the southern Soviet republics. These construction battalions had 
a much lower status than the army. Those members of the genera-
tion who were mobilized into or who volunteered for the stroyba-
ty met with extremely hard conditions that hardly differed from 
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the conditions in the labor camps. The mortality rate in several 
detachments is said to have reached up to 20 percent. Also, there 
they met criminals and other outcasts of Soviet society, who were 
there as a punishment. Thus, after a time, even those who began 
their service with relatively high motivation wanted to leave the 
stroybaty as soon as possible. They were to remain there for dif-
ferent periods of time, in some cases until after the Polish 
Communist-controlled army was set up. 

Before the war, part of the former local residents and voluntary 
resettlers lived in several stable pair relationships that in some 
cases developed into full-scale family relations. The origins of 
these relations dated in some cases to the prewar period; in others, 
such relations were formed after September 1939. Some men mar-
ried Russian women. In the disorder of flight, service in the Red 
Army, or the construction battalions and chaotic migrations, 
many of these relations split up, some definitively, others to be 
resumed after along periods of individual tragedy. 

When demobilized or released, the former local residents and 
voluntary resettlers again joined the war refugee career that had 
been continued without interruption by those of their comrades 
who had not been mobilized. Thus, the overall pattern of their 
common career was reestablished. However, compared to the pre-
vious period, there was now one important difference: they were 
joined by those members of the generation who had previously 
been prisoners and deportees. 

As a result of the Polish-Soviet agreement on August 12 , 1 9 4 1 , 
the Supreme Soviet decreed that Polish prisoners and deportees 
were to be released. Their destiny changed as if by a miracle, 
against all expectations. Most had thought they would never leave 
the labor camps and forced settlements, but now they were free 
again. 

Prior to their release, some had heard rumors about the out-
break of the Soviet-German war but did not dare hope that this 
would change their lives. But some days after the Supreme Soviet's 
amnesty, they were told by the commanders of their camps and 
settlements that they were now allies and due to be released. Those 
in the settlements were often promised good conditions and asked 
to stay on, to work as free men and women, but nobody wanted to 
stay where they suffered so much. 
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The amnesty was not implemented immediately—for some, not 
until many years later. However, most were released from the 
camps and settlements, often given some clothing and money for 
the trip and provided with the necessary documents. As part of the 
gigantic migration of the liberated Polish prisoners and deportees, 
some moved to the industrial centers of the Ural, but most went to 
the expected warmth and abundance of the southern Soviet repub-
lics. During this migration, they often experienced the goodness of 
the common Russian people, who pitied them, nursed the sick, 
and shared their precious food. They were again full of expecta-
tions of a better life. Thus, they joined the path of war refugees, 
although their lives were to be more marginal in regard to Soviet 
society than those of the former local residents and voluntary re-
settlers: they were not drafted into the Red Army, much more sel-
dom to the stroybaty, fewer had regular jobs, and their migrations 
from place to place in search of a living were much more frequent. 

When they reached the south, it became clear that even there life 
was extremely hard. In the cities and agricultural settlements that 
were swelling with refugees, it was extremely difficult to find hous-
ing and a job that would make it possible to survive. Food was a 
rare commodity on the official market, where it was almost exclu-
sively distributed in the form of insufficient rations. If one found a 
job in a craft cooperative or in light industry, it offered a salary of 
about 360 rubles a month and a daily bread ration of 400 to 600 
grams to be bought at the official price. One had to complement 
these rations with purchases on the black market, where the bread 
prices remained at around 100 rubles per kilogram, oscillating be-
tween 40 rubles in the best periods and in the best areas and 140 
rubles when times were really bad. Those who had jobs were 
forced to supplement their earnings with barter or go hungry. 
Many had no jobs, either because there were none or because they 
were hiding from the local authorities and efforts to force Soviet 
citizenship on them. Placed on the absolute margin of Soviet soci-
ety, they had to try to make their living as best they could. Those 
former prisoners who worked experienced the same bureaucracy, 
chaos, and corruption as other members of the generation. With 
the exception of those few who succeeded in black marketeering, 
life was extremely hard for all. As more and more refugees, dis-
abled soldiers, and deserters poured in, there was increasing 
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misery, criminality, and disorder. During this period, many of the 
older, weaker, or less venturesome refugees died of malnutrition 
or related illness. Yet most survived and impatiently listened to 
the news from the war fronts. 

From disabled soldiers or demobilized Soviet Jews they heard 
rumors of German cruelty against Jews. But these rumors were 
vague; those who heard them could not believe that systematic 
atrocities against Jews as such could be committed, even by the 
Nazis. But many worried. In their perception, the attitudes of non-
Russian Soviets to the Soviet war effort were defeatist or even hos-
tile. These moods were to change after Stalingrad, when a hysteri-
cal cult of Stalin and a conviction of a final victory replaced an 
earlier pessimism and insecurity. At this time, however, it some-
times seemed that only Russians, Jews, and Communists were 
wholeheartedly against the Germans, although morale among 
common Russians was also low. 

The refugees knew that their future depended on the outcome of 
the war. At the same time, although they did not yet hope for an 
early return to Poland, by using different excuses or by hiding, 
they avoided the authorities' periodically intense actions to force 
Soviet citizenship on them, viewing this citizenship as a symbolic 
confirmation of the impossibility of return and the finality of their 
present predicament. They were still young and men were much 
more numerous than women (as probably was the case with all 
refugees from central and western Poland). Some of the older men 
and most of the women among them were engaged in pair rela-
tionships: many of these relationships were to last and to result 
in children born, mostly, after the end of the war. Most of the 
younger men and some of the women lived alone, sometimes in-
volving themselves in short-lived erotic relations. 

Most of their daily lives was oriented to securing a living, and 
the scope of their plans for the future was very limited. Spread 
among the masses of refugees, they had more frequent social con-
tact with other Jews, in part because of the often anti-Jewish 
atmosphere among Polish non-Jewish refugees and in part because 
of established social networks. Their contacts with native Uzbecks 
or Kazakhs were, as a rule, very limited and with common Russian 
people, most often warm and cordial. Their experience of contact 
with Soviet Jews varied, ranging from mutual helpfulness and cor-
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diality to indifference. Soviet Jews lived in a quite different world: 
they were part of the established society and thus much better off 
than the refugees. Except for news from the front, they seldom 
discussed politics and ideology or mentioned their prewar Com-
munist activities, both because they were confused and uncertain 
and because the non-Communist refugees often blamed Commu-
nists for their misfortune. Adding their contemporary experience to 
their earlier one as prisoners must have confirmed for some that 
their prewar Communist involvement was a mistake. Most of 
them, however, did not reach such a conclusion, partly because 
their current condition did not leave much time or strength for 
such deliberations and partly because the most negative features of 
their present experience could be, in one way or another, justified 
or explained away by the war. 

The career of the small elite group was also deeply influenced by 
the outbreak of the Soviet-German war. Prior to this war, their 
elite status was more a possibility than an actuality. Now, how-
ever, they became a potentially important political card to be played 
if and when needed. Thus, as the official Polish-Soviet appease-
ment got under way, the Soviet authorities began to prepare this 
group for what proved to be its political future. On December 1 , 
1941 , a conference of the pro-Soviet Polish leadership, the core of 
which was later to form the Union of Polish Patriots, took place in 
Saratov. In May 1942, the Polish magazine New Horizons re-
sumed publication in Kuybyshev, and in August, a radio station 
named Kosciuszko started to broadcast calls for the unification of 
all patriots in the struggle against Nazi Germany. At the same 
time, steps were taken toward re-creation of a separate Polish-
Communist organization. In July and August 1941 , several former 
members of the KPP were recruited to the Comintern school in 
Pushkino, and some were selected to form the "initiative group." 
The goal of this group was to prepare a program for a new Com-
munist party in Poland.3 When this program was accepted by the 
Comintern, the members of the initiative group were parachuted 
into Poland at the end of 1941 . Their task was to establish a Com-
munist party, uniting under one roof the different Communist 
groups that had formed there outside the Comintern's control, and 
to organize a Communist-led armed resistance. 

Jewish Communists formed the majority of the Polish-Com-
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munist activist elite, as they did among all Polish Communists in 
the USSR at this time. Except for those recruited to the Comin-
tern school in Pushkino, they were now concentrated in Saratov, 
Ufa, and Kuybyshev. They worked in the Soviet and Comintern 
propaganda apparatus or in its Polish section, several having be-
come members of the Soviet party. Although their proposal to set 
up a Polish army unit as part of the Red Army had until this point 
not produced any result,4 in the near future, they would be among 
the organizers of the Polish Communist-led army in the USSR. 

Thus, their expectations began to rise in this period. Although 
even they saw the shortcomings of Soviet society, compared to 
other members of the generation their position was better and 
their future clearer. Those features of Soviet reality that were 
obviously open to criticism could, as with the others, be justified 
by war conditions, explained away, or suppressed into the domain 
of one's private thoughts and reflections. Consumed by ambition, 
fear, and tactical differences, they sensed an approaching change 
in the course of history and of their career behind the smokescreen 
of the present political situation. They had the potential prospect 
of moving closer to the center of global politics, if not as strategic 
masterminds then at least as active subjects on a tactical level in a 
struggle whose basic goals they never doubted. While the nonelite 
war-refugee Communists were still politically passive and over-
whelmed by their present situation, the hopes of the elite were 
already awakened, pregnant with increasingly concrete content. 

Anders 's Army 

As a result of the official Polish-Soviet rapprochement, a Polish 
army was being organized on Soviet soil. By agreement, this army 
was to be headed by General Anders, until recently a Soviet pris-
oner of war, and, at first, to comprise two army divisions. As a 
result of Polish Prime Minister Sikorski's visit to Moscow, talks 
with Stalin, and a Polish-Soviet friendship agreement signed on 
December 4, 1 9 4 1 , it was decided that the Polish force would be 
enlarged to six infantry divisions and one armored brigade, all in 
all, 96,000 men. 

At the beginning, this Polish army—known as the Second Corps 
or, in popular speech, simply as Anders's army—was organized 
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near the cities of Kuybyshev, to which the Soviet government and 
all the embassies had been evacuated, and Saratov. Its command 
was located in Buzuluk and in Totsk, Tatishchevo, and Koltu-
banka. After Sikorski's talks with Stalin, it was decided to move 
the army to the southern regions of the USSR. Thus, early in 1942, 
the army was relocated into a belt cutting across the Soviet repub-
lics of Uzbekistan, Kazachstan, and Kirghizia, with its main cen-
ters located close to the cities of Tashkent, Samarkand, Frunze, 
and Dzhalal-Abad.5 

The news of a new Polish army was met with enthusiasm by the 
mass of Polish refugees. Individually or in groups, they moved to 
the cities in which the Polish recruiting commissions were located 
or, in the areas where there were few refugees, to the Soviet 
voyenkomaty (military headquarters), which were supposed to 
help the recruitment. They were undernourished, and many were 
sick with avitaminosis, dysentery, malaria, and typhus. At the 
same time, they were optimistic and joyous, viewing the army as a 
way out of the USSR and their sufferings. 

The Polish government sought to assist its citizens in matters of 
their legal status and material well-being through a network of 
delegatury (delegations), regional agencies, convalescent homes, 
and orphanages located close to the main refugee centers. They 
offered material help and assistance in cases of unclear citizenship, 
which was regarded by the refugees as the most important. A sub-
stantial part of the Jewish refugee population placed their hopes in 
this new situation, seeking assistance from the Polish agencies and 
attempting to find a way into the new army, especially when the 
rumors about its evacuation from the USSR gained in strength. 

Among those who contemplated or sought admission to the 
army were also some members of this generation. Being among the 
most miserable of all refugees, in joining the army they hoped to 
escape their hopeless privation, to avoid returning to the Soviet 
stroybaty, and, perhaps, to leave the USSR altogether; as the 
saying went, people were prepared to do so "on their knees." Had 
they succeeded, others might have followed, and they would have 
left the USSR when this army was evacuated, thus leaving the gen-
eration's future career course. Some would have left the army 
when it reached Palestine, and others would have remained in 
its ranks until the end of the war and then settled in the West. But 
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all this was not to be. The reason for this suppressed possibility 
can be found in both Soviet and Polish attitudes to Polish-Jewish 
refugees in the USSR. 

The Soviet attitude to Polish Jews seeking admission to Anders's 
army was basically determined by strategic considerations. Al-
though the USSR and the Polish government in exile had agreed 
that the former Soviet-German treaties had lost their validity, in 
line with its growing self-confidence, the Soviet leadership insisted 
on the validity of this "plebiscite" held in Western Ukraine and 
Western Byelorussia in November 1939. As a consequence of this 
plebiscite, the Soviet leadership insisted, these formerly Polish ter-
ritories were to be regarded as Soviet soil. In accordance with this 
claim, the Soviet authorities refused to recognize as Polish citizens 
all those nonethnic Poles who had been deported to the inner 
Soviet territories prior to the outbreak of the Soviet-German war, 
quite independently of whether or not they had accepted Soviet 
citizenship.6 As a result, Jewish, Ukrainian, and Byelorussian for-
mer deportees were in some places mobilized into the Red Army 
and in others into the stroybaty and subjected to periodic ac-
tions of forcible paszportyzacja (passportization) conducted with 
varying intensity by the local authorities. Thus, although on the 
practical level, the Soviet control of the influx of Jewish volunteers 
into Anders's army was not everywhere and not always strictly 
exercised, this Soviet attitude made it much more difficult for Jews 
than for ethnic Poles to join the Polish army. 

On the highest Polish political level, the attitudes to Polish-
Jewish refugees in the USSR appear to have been determined by 
the conflicting force of anti-Jewish sentiments on the part of some 
leaders, a wish to deny the accusations of anti-Jewish discrimina-
tion that had been voiced in the West (and consciously reinforced 
there by the Soviet authorities), and a determination to defend Pol-
ish sovereignty over its citizens and prewar territories against the 
Soviet claims. On the level of the local delegatury, these attitudes 
were just as conflicting. Thus, parallel to unprejudiced treatment 
in some places, there were frequent cases of discrimination against 
Jews, as if to get even for what had been perceived as the enthu-
siastic welcome Jews gave the invading Red Army in 1939 and the 
Soviet authorities' discrimination against ethnic Poles. One mem-
ber of the generation who applied to Anders's army was, for in-
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stance, met by the polite and astonished, "But, sir, you are a Jew, 
are you not?" Another was turned down without explanation 
together with a group of forty-seven other young Jews; a third was 
met with the reply, "You Jews wanted communism. We don't 
need people like you, so go to their army." The recruiting commis-
sions used medical and other excuses to disqualify Jewish volun-
teers to such a degree that the categories D and E, which disquali-
fied volunteers for military service on grounds of physical unfitness, 
gained the popular name of kategorie mtiiejszosciowe (minority 
categories). Those Jewish volunteers who succeeded in joining the 
army often met anti-Jewish attitudes and encountered difficulties 
in work assignments and training: there were even cases of mass 
expulsions of Jews from the army after having been accepted.7 

Unlike the mass of Polish-Jewish refugees, most of the mem-
bers of the generation had a skeptical and increasingly negative 
attitude toward Anders's army. They had heard rumors about the 
anti-Semitism in its ranks, and some experienced humiliating en-
counters with volunteers or with soldiers of this army. Paraphras-
ing the story of Exodus, some regarded their friends who wished 
to join Anders's army as those who longed to go "back to Egypt." 
In addition, they were increasingly aware that this army repre-
sented the traditional anti-Communist forces of the prewar Polish 
regime and, as such, was basically alien to them. Thus, even if they 
hoped to return to Poland, Anders's army was not a solution to 
their problems. 

In the meantime, Polish-Soviet relations deteriorated as both 
sides could not agree on the future Polish-Soviet borders. At the 
same time, General Anders distrusted the Soviets and believing 
their defeat to be inevitable, sought Stalin's consent for the evacua-
tion of his army. In this he was assisted by the British government, 
which sought to protect its interests in the Near East against the 
Axis. As a result, Anders's army was transferred to Persia in 
March-April and August-September 1942. After reorganization 
and further training, it was to fight in the Middle East and Italy 
and did not take part in the liberation of Poland when the time 
came. In any case, over 110,000 Polish refugees, one-third of them 
civilians and among them approximately 20,000 children, left the 
USSR with the army. Although Polish Jews constituted one-third 
of all Polish refugees in the USSR, only 5,000 to 7,000 Jews 
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(among them only 850 children), that is about 2 percent of the 
total Jewish refugee population, as compared to 10 percent of the 
non-Jews, were able to leave the USSR with Anders's army.8 

Thus, the members of the generation were only marginally in-
fluenced by this Polish-Soviet flirtation, which, in any case, was 
not to last long. Despite the fact that their Soviet experience up to 
this point meant for almost all of them a varying degree of ex-
hausting hardship and deprivation, the period marked a slowing 
down of the deterioration of their political identity. Most of them 
suffered extreme hardships, but in these sufferings there was a 
form of equality: it was also the lot of Russians and other Soviet 
nationalities. Their encounters with common Russians revealed a 
deep kindness, even if these people proved less knowledgeable and 
sophisticated than they had expected. Much of the negative 
aspects of the Soviet reality could be ascribed to war conditions 
and the fact that "the best people are at the front." The new polit-
ical reality in which the previous Soviet-German partition of Po-
land was declared invalid was of fundamental moral importance. 
The USSR was no longer allied with Nazi Germany but, as it 
should, led the anti-Fascist struggle against the common enemy of 
the Soviet state, of all Communists, of Poles, and of Jews. 

The former prisoners and deportees constituted the largest 
category among the members of the generation. At this time, their 
existential predicament seldom allowed the self-perception of 
having an active role in this struggle. However, although they 
were miserable and politically paralyzed, they felt relieved and 
wholeheartedly supportive of the Soviet war effort. This sense of 
common struggle and shared destiny was even more intense 
among the former local residents and voluntary resettlers and 
among the elite. Thus, an inner harmony was beginning to form, 
gradually replacing the earlier confusion and despair. This healing 
was by no means complete, however, and its degree varied in the 
different categories, paralleling past experience and present pre-
dicament. 

Although they were now free, this period was extremely diffi-
cult, marking individual biographies with privation, lost relation-
ships, forced work, life in hiding, forced or voluntary migration 
in search of safety, and survival-level conditions of existence. 
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Except for the elite, nearly all during this period were more or less 
powerless and busy with the most fundamental problems of 
physical existence. Outside of private contacts among the former 
comrades, almost no one boasted of their prewar activities. Poli-
tics and ideology, which previously formed the core around which 
their identity and action were centered, were, except for the war, 
more or less absent from their everyday lives. Although there were 
centers with a high density of refugees, the individuals who formed 
the generation were spread over a territory ranging from the Urals 
to the Chinese frontier and lacked any organizational structure to 
support a common bond. Moreover, the shifting career paths of 
the different categories lacked a clear common basis in terms of 
present situation and future goals. However, although confusion 
and ideological paralysis continued to characterized most, their 
hopes began to rise when this second period of their Soviet odyssey 
ended and the next began. 

T h e Second Chance 

The change came as a result of global politics. Had the Polish gov-
ernment in exile accepted Soviet territorial claims or had General 
Anders's army remained on Soviet soil and played an active part in 
the coming liberation of Poland, their future lives might have de-
veloped in a completely different way. But Polish-Soviet relations 
quickly worsened. The Polish government in London supported 
Churchill's concept of an allied invasion in the Balkans and a sub-
sequent liberation of Poland from the west, while Stalin demanded 
an allied landing on the French coast. The USSR maintained its 
territorial claims, and the Polish government continued to refuse 
them. Finally, after the Soviet government refused to let the Red 
Cross investigate German revelations concerning the Soviet mas-
sacre of Polish prisoners of war at Katyn,9 diplomatic relations 
between the USSR and the Polish government in London were 
severed on April 25 , 1 9 4 3 . 

During the previous period the Soviet leadership began prepar-
ing for the possibility of activating its Polish-Communist card. As 
mentioned before, as early as the end of 1 9 4 1 , the members of the 
initiative group were parachuted into Poland with the aim of 
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establishing a Communist party. This party, the PPR (Polish 
Workers' Party), was officially founded on January 5, 1942, with 
Marceli Nowotko, Pawel Finder, and Boleslaw Molojec as its 
leaders. In March 1942, the party created a partisan force under 
the name Gwardia Ludowa (the GL, Peoples' Guard). Wladyslaw 
Gomulka was coopted to its leadership after the mysterious death 
of Nowotko and Molojec in November 1942 , 1 0 and the leadership 
was later completed with the addition of the former low-ranking 
Comintern official, Boleslaw Bierut. Talks concerning the coopera-
tion and joint action between the PPR and the representatives of 
the Polish-London government were held in the beginning of 1943 
but failed to produce any agreement. On Soviet soil, a delegation 
representing the Polish Communists in the USSR met with Stalin in 
February 1943, and in April, an organizational committee of the 
Zwiazek Patriotow Polskich (the ZPP, Union of Polish Patriots) 
was started. 

When the Soviet government withdrew its recognition of the 
Polish government in exile at the end of April 1943, events on the 
Soviet scene began to move fast. Although the ZPP did not yet 
officially exist, on May 9, the Soviet media announced that "the 
Soviet government has decided to meet the request of the Union of 
Polish Patriots and has granted permission for a Polish military 
unit to be set up in the USSR. " 1 1 In the middle of May 1943, only 
a few months after the evacuation of Anders's army, a Com-
munist-led Kosciuszko 1 st Division was begun. In the beginning 
of June 1943, the ZPP, led by Stalin's trusted favorite, the well-
known prewar left-wing Socalist, Wanda Wasilewska, and former 
KPP members Alfred Lampe, Jakub Berman, and Stefan Jedrychow-
ski, held its first official congress during which it pledged Polish-
Soviet friendship and accepted the new Polish-Soviet borders, with 
the compensation of new territories in the west. The ZPP was 
not a political party but rather a Communist front organization, 
organizing Communists, Socialists, democrats, the Zionist left, 
and nonparty members. Thus, the Soviets played their Polish-
Communist card, which until this point had been kept in reserve. 

The roots of ideological difference and personal animosity 
which were to influence the Polish Communist movement after the 
war were formed during this period. Those who spent the war on 
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Polish soil and who now formed the core of the PPR and those 
who spent the war in the USSR and were to return to Poland 
together with or in the footsteps of the new Polish army were di-
vided by a variety of factors. 

First, there was a significant difference in the ethnic composi-
tion of the groups. After the defeat of the uprising in the Warsaw 
ghetto, there were hardly any Jewish Communists left on Polish 
soil, except for those few who parachuted in from the USSR. 
However, Jewish Communists formed the majority of Polish Com-
munists in the USSR. This is exemplified by their participation in 
the elite category, 12 and in the secret leadership of Polish Com-
munist in the USSR. 1 3 Second, a large majority of Soviet-based 
Polish Communists had been active in the prewar Communist 
movement, while among those in the PPR and its partisan units, 
there were many new people, inexperienced in ideology, Comin-
tern politics, and the traditional Communist ethos. Third, the war-
time experience of both groups was totally different. Finally, the 
local PPR leadership, mistrusted as possibly being too independent 
or too nationalistic and kept under Moscow's supervision by Sta-
lin's emissaries, fostered deep frustration and resentment against 
their "Muscovite" supervisors,14 with whom they were also fre-
quently divided by differences of opinion concerning tactics. Thus, 
the differences between the "home-grown" Communists and the 
"Muscovites" in terms of prewar career, wartime experience, 
ideological tradition, and ethnic composition made for conflict 
that was to deeply influence the postwar Polish Communist move-
ment. But all this was yet to come. 

The Kosciuszko ist Division was organized in Sielce at the Oka 
River under the command of Zygmunt Berling, a professional pre-
war officer and one of the few who did not follow the evacuated 
Anders army. It received its baptism of fire during the Lenino bat-
tle on October 1 2 - 1 3 , r 9 4 3 - 1 ° August, the First Polish Corps was 
formed, and in March-April 1944, it developed into the First Pol-
ish Army in the USSR. This army comprised approximately 
108,000 men. 15 Its serious combat would come later, on Polish 
and German soil, which supports the view that from the outset its 
main task was a political one. 

The creation of the ZPP and the new Polish army marked the 
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beginning of the third and last period of the Soviet odyssey. For 
the generation, it meant a new or partly new career and rising 
hopes for the future. 

The political role of those belonging to the elite category was 
now immensely strengthened. Placed in and concentrated around 
the political leadership of the ZPP and the army, they saw into the 
future more clearly than the others. Their present activities and 
increasingly clear perspective of both victory over the Nazis and 
their future role in postwar Poland reinforced their political hopes 
and sense of importance. Their activities and plans now were in 
the field of international political strategy and tactics, far beyond 
the goals of the other groups. 

Another group, much more numerous, was formed by those 
who staffed the broad medium leadership cadre of the newly or-
ganized Polish army. Parallel to the PPR on Polish soil, the ZPP 
and the army's officer corps became a greenhouse for the trusted 
elite and middle-range cadre of the future Polish state. Jews came 
to play a prominent role in this army. Over 20,000 Jews, among 
them 3,300 officers, fought in this army, forming around 20 per-
cent of the officer corps and 12 to 15 percent of overall man-
power.16 Among them were the members of the generation: the 
former locals, voluntary resettlers, prisoners, and deportees. 

But this was still to come. When reached by news of the army, 
through ZPP channels, rumor, or old comrades, guided by the 
negative sense of wanting to escape their present privation and the 
positive one of wishing to fight the Nazis, return to Poland, and 
actively form its future, they registered with the Soviet voyenko-
tnaty. The voyenkomaty were to screen the old and sick and 
direct those fit for service to the army units. To begin with, there 
was the question of their legal status. There were local voyenko-
maty that regarded all former Polish citizens as eligible for the 
new Polish army, and others that regarded those from the former 
eastern territories of Poland as Soviet citizens. Consequently, 
many refugees were still being mobilized to construction batta-
lions or the Red Army and others prevented from joining the 
Polish army because the local voyenkomaty obeyed requests from 
factories and agriculture that needed labor. In any case, whether 
registered without any problem or having to go as far as to 
forge documents proving their non-Jewish nationality, Polish 
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citizenship, and officer training, in the company of other Jewish 
and non-Jewish refugees they sooner or later found themselves on 
their way to the army. If not wounded and previously released, 
some were to be demobilized in Poland, others after the battle of 
Berlin and the end of the war, and still others would become pro-
fessional officers and not leave the army until long after the war 
ended. 

If accepted, they formed part of two main subcategories: held 
officers or political officers. Both categories were necessary to 
the new army. As it was comprised overwhelmingly of non-
Communist rank and file and lacked a cadre of professional 
officers, its creation demanded solving problems of both political 
control and military leadership. This was done by manning the 
command posts with Soviet officers, preferably (but far from al-
ways) of Polish descent or fluent in the Polish language, paralleled 
by the rapid training of future Polish field officers, and by manning 
the large political structure (starting at the level of an army com-
pany) with, preferably, prewar Communists. There were hardly 
any Polish prewar officers left: most of them had been killed at 
Katyn or had left with Anders's army. The ethnic Poles, with the 
exception of the Communists among them, were regarded with 
suspicion by the Soviets as being basically loyal to the Polish gov-
ernment in exile. Jews could be expected to be more attracted to 
the ZPP slogans calling for a new, democratic Poland and to be 
less anti-Soviet and more anti-German. In addition, they were 
generally better educated.17 Thus, the members of the generation 
were among the best suited to form the core of the new cadre of 
operational and political officers. 

Their presence was especially visible in the latter category. As 
political officers18 they not only had to carry out day-to-day polit-
ical education among the rank and file but, as prewar Commu-
nists were few, also to enlarge the corps by selecting and schooling 
new political officers. Thus, the rank and file was scrutinized for 
former members of the Communist movement, other left-wing 
activists, including Zionists, or even trusted sympathizers, who 
after a short period of basic instruction would be promoted into 
the political apparatus. In this way, some members of the genera-
tion became political officers directly, while others served as opera-
tional soldiers prior to joining the political cadres. However, 
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many preferred general military service and remained operational 
soldiers. 

Most were promoted to the N.C.O. or the lower officer ranks 
after a relatively short time. For all, the army meant dramatic up-
ward mobility and increased self-respect. From being revolution-
ary outsiders on the margins of prewar Polish society and, later, 
faceless refugees, they now were part of an army that, in alliance 
with the USSR, would help form the future of Poland, Europe, and 
the world. Their present career finally started to bridge their pre-
war activities and convictions with their hopes and plans for the 
future. The helplessness and confusion of the past were behind 
them, and the wounds produced by the clash of their expectations 
and experiences were now healed or healing. 

However, besides being Communists, they were also Jews. The 
political considerations resulting from the heritage of Polish-
Jewish relations influenced from the very beginning their situation 
in the army. Thus, already in the initial stages, arriving at the re-
cruiting centers, the members of the generation encountered the 
alarming news that it was difficult for Jews to be accepted. That 
soon proved to be the case. Especially at the first stage, considering 
the army's image on Polish soil, the army organizers were guided 
by the ambition to prove its genuine Polishness through keeping 
the proportion of Jewish candidates as low as possible. This policy 
was carried out with the active cooperation of Jewish Communist 
leaders, who were as eager as their non-Jewish comrades to avoid 
having the army called "Jewish." 

Although this policy might have stopped other Jews, it did not 
hinder the members of the generation. Sometimes after much con-
fusion and initial refusals, often using their contacts with old com-
rades already in the army, they were accepted. 

This policy continued inside the army as well. On repeated 
occasions, the new soldiers had to register not only their obywatel-
stwo (citizenship) but also their narodowosc (nationality, read 
ethnic origin). In line with the conscious policy to "Polonize" the 
image of the army, there was full freedom for the nonethnic Poles, 
which almost exclusively meant Jews, to "change" their ethnic de-
scent by simply stating one's narodowosc as Polish. Moreover, 
many of the prospective or newly appointed officers who did not 
make such self-declarations on their own initiative or had Jewish-
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sounding names were approached by their superiors (in several 
cases, they were also Jews and old Communists) and advised to 
change their names to typical Polish ones, to henceforth state their 
ethnic nationality as Polish, and to conduct themselves according-
ly. Not everyone was approached, and some were spared such 
proposals because nothing could be done with them: they just 
looked too Jewish. As for all the others, some—for whom the 
promise of democratic equality meant the promise of equal rights 
for Jews as such—refused, but a significant part, in the opinion of 
some, a large majority, accepted. Some accepted this alteration of 
their official ethnic identification with mixed feelings and without 
personal enthusiasm, seeing it as their political obligation. Others 
had no doubts at all. For them, this alteration was not only ethnic 
camouflage or a Communist duty: it was a chance to fulfill their 
own ethnic aspirations through a conscious and radical exchange 
of their Jewish identity for a Polish one. Thus, apparently, the 
prospects of a democratic, Socialist Poland with equal rights for all 
its citizens held for them the same political but quite different 
ethnic promises. 

Those were the soldiers. In this period, they probably consti-
tuted the largest of the categories, at least among the men. 

Another category was formed by those who did not join the 
army but acted in the local ZPP agencies. The ZPP took over the 
stock of goods and the local structure that had previously be-
longed to the Polish government in exile. Without rivals, its orga-
nizational development was swift. Starting with 26 district agen-
cies in October 1943 , it grew to 105 districts, about 1,000 regional 
agencies, 3,000 local circles, and a membership approaching 
100,000 people in 1944. From its origins to March 1944, the ZPP 
distributed material assistance in 280,000 cases, to a value of 3 1 
million rubles.19 Thus, the importance of its activities for the refu-
gee population was immense and the status of its activists high. 

Working in the network of local ZPP agencies in the 5,000 main 
refugee centers, these activists organized and led cultural, social, 
and political activities, channeled material assistance to the local 
refugees, and organized membership. Some held formal leader-
ship positions, while others, accepting arguments about the need 
to step down in favor of ethnic Poles, were active without being 
formal leaders. On this level, they organized lectures, cultural 
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evenings, and dance parties, decided on and implemented the dis-
tribution of material aid, organized canteens, and registered 
the refugees for their return to Poland. They had better access 
to foodstuffs and clothing than the mass of common refugees, but 
perhaps even more important was their increased self-respect and 
a renewed sense of meaning. They worked together with non-
Communists, but their political convictions and past no longer 
needed to be concealed. As final victory appeared only a matter of 
time, their hope of returning became more certain and was in-
creasingly connected to the idea of a sociopolitical revolution. 
Their political identity healed. As the saying went, they were pre-
paring to "go back to build communism in Poland." 

The final category was constituted by those who remained com-
mon refugees. It is impossible to say how many they were, but this 
category was probably almost as large as that of the soldiers. Some 
of them were still in the construction battalions, but most did not 
join the Polish army because they were hindered from enlisting by 
the authorities or by their employers, because they had families, 
because they were not fit or enthusiastic enough, or for other 
reasons. Neither did they become local ZPP leaders, although 
those of them who had the opportunity registered with ZPP agen-
cies and attended their activities. As a rule, their lives became less 
dramatic toward the end of the war, but after their previous ex-
perience, they were more skeptical, more tired, or more careful 
than the others. Rumors about the horrors of the Holocaust began 
to reach them again sometime in 1944, but nobody could imagine 
the real extent of the catastrophe. They worried more about hear-
say concerning plans to resettle them to Crimea after the war. In 
all their tired carefulness, they too were affected by the creation of 
the ZPP and the army and by the new climate of hope. The general 
tendency toward political healing and overcoming the former state 
of shock applied to them also, although to a lesser degree than to 
the others. 

Only a few had become resigned and disillusioned to the point 
of revising their previous convictions. Together with their oppo-
sites, those who considered staying in the USSR after the war, they 
formed the two, quantitatively insignificant, extremes within the 
generation. Trying in different ways to make a living and 
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nourishing rising hopes and plans for the future, the overwhelming 
majority waited for victory and for return home. 

These hopes of return, varying degrees of healing identity, the 
gradual overcoming of the split between expectations, convictions, 
and reality, and increasingly optimistic plans for the future char-
acterized all the categories during this last period. They had all 
shared the same predicament of being Polish-Jewish Communists 
in the interwar period, but the common denominator of a distinct, 
shared social and moral career was evaporating in the turmoil of 
their Soviet odyssey. Now, as the war's end neared, the leaders, 
soldiers, activists, and all the others started once again to share a 
common present and perspective of the future: they were Polish-
Jewish Communists preparing to go home. 

In the meantime, events on the military and political scene 
brought the postwar order closer. Coordinating its political activi-
ties with military development on the Soviet front, on January 1 , 
1944, the PPR together with small splinter groups from other Pol-
ish underground parties created the Krajowa Rada Narodowa 
(KRN, the National Council of Poland), which, competing with 
political bodies connected to the Polish government-in-exile, 
claimed to be the sole spokesman for the Polish nation. On May 
22, 1944, a delegation of the KRN was received by Stalin, and 
soon after, the organization was recognized by the ZPP as the sole 
representative of the nation. The Soviet army and its Polish allies 
crossed the prewar Polish border on January 4 and the Bug River 
on July 19 , 1944. 

The Soviet government ignored the Polish government-in-exile, 
dealing only with the ZPP and the KRN. By a KRN decree dated 
July 2 1 , 1944, the PPR's armed forces, which now went under the 
name of People's Army, merged with the Polish army created in 
the USSR. On the same day, members of the PPR, the KRN, and 
the ZPP gathered in Lublin under the wings of the liberating 
armies, formed the Polski Komitet Wyzwolenia Narodowego (the 
PKWN, Polish Committee of National Liberation) as the new su-
preme Polish authority. The day after, the PKWN issued its so-
called July Manifesto, which rejected the government-in-exile's 
legal claims, called for the continued fight against the Germans 
and collaboration with the Red Army. The Manifesto declared 
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coming democratic and agrarian reforms and lasting alliance with 
the USRR and stated that Poland's eastern border should be de-
cided on an ethnic basis, while Pomerania, Silesia, and East Prussia 
should be included in the new Polish frontiers. 

On July z6, 1944, the PKWN was formally recognized by the 
Soviet government. Comprehensive cooperation between the two 
sides was called for, and the Soviet military leadership was given 
extensive prerogatives in the "combat areas." The government-in-
exile tried to participate in these events by sending its new prime 
minister, Stanislaw Mikolajczyk, to Moscow for discussions with 
Stalin and the PKWN about the Polish frontiers and the future 
Polish government. Held between July 3 1 and August 9, these 
talks failed to produce any agreement. This failure was repeated at 
the next round of talks in October, leading Mikolajczyk to resign 
and, together with his Peasant Party, to seek agreement with those 
who already had real power in the country. Led by cold-blooded 
political calculation, military necessities, or both, the Soviet army 
and its Polish allies stopped at Warsaw and permitted the uprising, 
led by the Home Army that was faithful to the government-in-
exile, to be defeated by the Germans. Among the 200,000 victims 
were the cream of the anti- or non-Communist activist elite. In the 
meantime, the PKWN was preparing the ground for the new order 
by forming an administrative structure based on a stratified system 
of national councils. It also administered land reform, nationalized 
the key industries, started the school system, and, most important, 
built a comprehensive police and security apparatus. The function 
of the president of Poland was transferred to Boleslaw Bierut, who 
already chaired both the K R N and the PKWN. On December 3 1 , 
1944, the PKWN declared itself to be the provisional government, 
and recognition by the USSR followed six days later. The ruins of 
Warsaw were taken on January 17 , 1945, and the gigantic offen-
sive on Berlin continued. 

The increasingly strong position of the USSR found expression 
in the results of the Yalta conference (February 4 - 1 1 , 1945), at 
which the Allied powers agreed on the Polish provisional govern-
ment's sovereignty, asking it to broaden its political basis and to 
hold free elections as soon as possible. Clearing the scene for the 
changes that were already under way, sixteen top political and 
military non-Communist resistance leaders were arrested by the 
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N K V D and sentenced for alleged crimes against the Red Army in 
June 1945, this at the same time as a new Provisional Government 
of National Unity was being established with the cooperation of 
Mikolajczyk and his Peasant Party. At the end of April, Berlin was 
surrounded. When the Nazis capitulated on May 9, the Polish 
flag fluttered on Brandenburger Tor, symbolizing the revival of 
Polish statehood.20 

But this was not the same Poland. It was now a Communist-
governed state, closely allied with and watched over by the Soviet 
Union, about to rebuild its society according to contemporary 
Communist ideas and principles. It was in this Poland that the 
members of the generation were to continue their path. Their ex-
pectations were high, and, whether fighting with the army or wait-
ing for the coming repatriation, they made optimistic personal and 
general plans for the future. They were in their thirties, with many 
active years ahead. Their Soviet odyssey was ending, and the post-
war period was about to begin. 



Chapter Eleven 

The Soviet Experience 

The Soviet odyssey was the generation's second shared, decisive 
experience. It completed the common frame of reference and, 
within its limits, further formed the generation, making its mem-
bers distinctly similar to each other and different from those who 
did not share the same path. 

In forming the generation and its members, the Soviet experi-
ence was again a dual process of individual and collective forma-
tion. As in every formation of this kind, it took place in a present, 
but its significance reached out into the future, helping to shape 
the coming events these people were to participate in, influence, 
and be influenced by. 

As in the previous period, this formative process was deter-
mined by conditions and contingencies. Some of these conditions 
were common to all, providing a joint set of factors that made for 
a similarity of individual experience and for the collective for-
mation of the entire generation. Others were common only for 
smaller groups, determining the formation of some separate types 
situations, perceptions, and paths. 

Conditions, contingencies, chances, and decisions taken within 
the given field of options made for a pattern of typical careers, thus 
forming in every subperiod discernible main categories of indi-
viduals: the elite members, the locals, the voluntary resettlers, the 
prisoners and deportees, the common refugees, the activists, and 
the soldiers. Of course, there were also individual destinies that do 
not fit any category, people moved from the main paths of the gen-
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eration through a combination of conditions, chances, motives, 
and personalities. Either giants or dwarfs, they defeated or did not 
manage to follow the overall career patterns. However, in all their 
fascinating particularity, they constituted merely the margin of 
error in the history of the generation. 

The career paths of all the others evolved throughout the sub-
periods, bringing the different categories of individuals closer to or 
farther from each other. During most of this time, the generation 
lacked both a common organizational framework and the unifying 
factor of a shared and similarly perceived predicament. Dispersed 
from the Urals to the Chinese border and from Siberia to the 
southern republics, melting into a sea of Polish refugees and Soviet 
peoples, the generation was, at times, in a state of suspension. 
Dividing the generation by different careers, predicaments, and 
perceptions of the present, and posing at certain times the possi-
bility of separate, completely different paths into the future, this 
development had the potential of exploding the generation into 
fragments united only through a common past. However, in the 
last subperiod, the various paths moved together toward a com-
mon future. 

The Soviet experience constituted a second watershed separat-
ing those who were to leave the common path from those who 
were to continue. Those who left were few. Given a second chance 
by rising ideological disillusionment, they reversed their seemingly 
determined path. The large majority, whose beliefs, convictions, 
and hopes endured the test, stayed on. 

Strengthened cognitive and emotional anomalies—unfree, 
mutilated, and distorted thoughts and emotions—became the 
price for retaining their beliefs unchanged. This development had 
begun in the previous period. The reasons for its further growth 
was the necessity to bridge the negative elements of their experi-
ence with a deep faithfulness toward Communist values and the 
conviction that these values were embodied in the Soviet state and 
Soviet society. Differences between the various categories were 
thus of degree, not kind. Adjusting their experiences to their be-
liefs was achieved through the mechanisms of interpreting, sup-
pressing, justifying, or explaining away. 

There were four factors in particular which facilitated this de-
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velopment. First, unable to openly discuss the shortcomings of the 
system, one was left alone with his or her doubts. Second, it was 
extremely difficult to admit to oneself that these shortcomings were 
the inevitable result of the political system or, conversely, that they 
could be regarded as compromising the system as such. Such a 
negative réévaluation would mean abandoning the treasure of past 
deeds, thoughts, and emotions, and—regarding the Soviet experi-
ence as a practical test of conviction—admitting to having been 
fundamentally wrong. Third, despite personal hardship or suffer-
ing, they regarded most of the mechanisms that produced these 
conditions as basically correct, as only used in a wrong way or 
turned against the wrong people. Fourth, the Soviet odyssey 
brought relative upward social mobility to part of the generation: 
to the locals and voluntary resettlers during the first period, to the 
soldiers, the activists, and, most of all, to the elite in the last 
period. This sweetened the bitterness of negative experience, facili-
tating its acceptance or allowing a positive interpretation. 

Taken together, these factors produced a typical reaction whose 
practical expression was to blame the obvious shortcomings on its 
executors and on the particular circumstances, which in this situa-
tion meant the war. "They put a wrong man in this job," "This is 
basically correct but should be done in other way," "Certain 
things are necessary because of the war," "The best people are in 
the army, the worst stayed behind," and so on, symbolized this 
reaction. Resulting from the clash between intellect and emotions, 
between the force of analysis and the power of deep belief, it ran 
contrary to all their earlier training in critical-holistic analysis, in 
looking for the cause in the system that produced the symptom. As 
much as they were able to skillfully apply their critical thinking to 
penetrative analyses of the sociopolitical system they rejected, as 
much were they blocked when it came to applying the same rules 
of critical analysis to the system they regarded as the future of all 
mankind. This pattern of split thinking about Communist and 
non-Communist reality was to continue and reach its peak during 
the first postwar decade. 

The baggage they carried back from their Soviet odyssey con-
tained a large dose of masochism. As one put it, "One loves severe 
parents more." Having experienced the might and vastness of the 
Soviet Union and the individual's insignificance, which bordered 
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on emptiness, they combined a fear of its wrath with a loving 
affection. Moreover, their experience seemed to confirm that less 
important interests should sometimes be sacrificed for more im-
portant ones and that love and a devotion to freedom can some-
times require complete disregard of the common person. They also 
better understood Lenin's comments about the backwardness of 
Russia. However, they used this understanding to justify the dark-
er side of their experience. The common Soviet man and woman 
they had met were generous and kindhearted but also frightened, 
corrupt, poor, and lacking in political and ideological sophistica-
tion, not at all like the ideal Soviet Man. Still, a community of 
Soviet Men was in the making and the USSR was the first workers' 
and peasants' state, keeper of the fire that would free mankind. 
Thus, their disillusionment with Soviet reality was counter-
balanced by a deep attachment for its role as the guardian of man-
kind's future emancipation. In addition, there was an indiscrim-
inate equality in the burdens that they shared with the Soviets 
and when they learned about the Holocaust, a warm gratitude for 
having themselves been saved. Thus, disappointment, gratitude, 
fright, love, hope, distaste, cynicism, and devotion melted into a 
solid rock of contradictions that paved the way for the further 
anomalies to come. At this time, it helped to save their convictions 
and thus paved the way for the further existence of the generation. 

Their formation as individuals and as a generation during this 
period in their lives was heavily determined by events over which 
they had no influence. In their present recollections, this time is full 
of "ifs" that signify the helplessness of men overwhelmed by 
aggregated outcomes of powerful collective relations and actions. 
As a result, during most of this period, no course of conventionally 
predictable action led to a clearly foreseeable end. Even their sur-
vival was the result of factors that, to a great extent, were either 
forced on them or accidental. In this situation, rational decision 
was almost reduced to pure coincidence and random chance. "No-
body was smart. One died, another lived, and nobody survived 
thanks to his own wits." 

In conditions of helplessness and the inability to predict the 
outcome of one's decisions, the very fact of one's survival and 
another's death became a question of good or bad luck.1 Only 
toward the end of this period did the changed political conditions 
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allow them to regain some of their former potential to act accord-
ing to their will, ideals, and goals. Thus, one lesson of this period 
was a consciousness of the limits of man's freedom and of the 
helplessness of individuals confronted with the vastness and might 
of historical events. However, their experience of being objects of 
history strengthened both their worship of its power and their de-
termination to be its conscious midwives. In this way, the Soviet 
odyssey reinforced their political identity and the course of their 
future action. 

As for ethnic lessons, the Soviet experience facilitated a further 
deethnification mainly of those in the elite, those in the army, and 
the ZPP activists. In many cases, their deethnification constituted a 
gradual continuation of processes already in motion before the 
war. The Soviet odyssey, and especially its final period, resulted in, 
confirmed, or strengthened the opinion that being Jewish is more 
of a burden than an asset. Their future lay, in any case, with social-
ism and with the Polish nation, not with some Jewish particularity. 
However, most of those who had worked on the Jewish street re-
tained their affirmative Communist-Jewish identity and, just as be-
fore the war, made plans to continue their lives and political work 
among Jews. But even for them, Jewish identity was never a value 
to be cherished, only a natural fact of life. Moreover, for both 
categories, the ethnic components never created a whole in them-
selves but were combined with and subjected to political convic-
tions. 

In any case, at the end of their Soviet odyssey, some retained the 
balance among Jewish, Polish, and Communist subidentities, 
while the Jewishness of others further declined in favor of a Polish 
identity as the predominant complement of their Communist con-
viction. Thus, although there was an ongoing process of further 
division around the poles of assimilation and Jewish affirmative-
ness and although the non-Jewish Jews forcefully increased their 
proportions among the members of the generation, there was no 
clear ethnic lesson to be drawn from the Soviet experience, at least 
none valid for all. 

Their vision was about to be realized, not in a USSR burdened 
with the barbarian past of czarist Russia but in their own Poland. 
Faithful, scared, and devoted to the USSR as they were, they were 
going back filled not only with personal hopes and plans but also 
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with the idea that, as the Polish revolutionary Marchlewski was 
said to have told Lenin, "We will do it better." The second decisive 
period in their life career was coming to an end, and the third, one 
of triumph, shocking discovery, resigned stabilization, and final 
defeat, was about to begin. 









Chapter Twelve 

Coming Home 

In their double-edged revolt against capitalist society and the 
world of their parents and through their underground Communist 
activities, the members of the generation were marginal to their 
society. Despite the strength of their vision, they were deprived of 
any real influence. Prospects of success seemed extremely limited, 
and their revolutionary careers appeared to lead only to more frus-
tration and intensified marginalization. With the outbreak of the 
Second World War, this seemingly determined path was interrupted 
by the turmoil of their Soviet experience and their wartime refugee 
career. This was now all to change. With the end of the war came 
the victorious return home, a time when their convictions and 
hopes were finally to be realized. 

But their new lives were not to be as clearly delineated as their 
previous lives as revolutionary and refugee. Their new path was to 
merge, influence, and be influenced by all the different groups and 
strata comprising the social and political life of the new Poland. In 
interacting with so many different groups, the generation became 
more heterogeneous and its members pursued partly different 
goals and visions, before their stigma finally caught up with them 
again at the time of their existential defeat. In its collective finality, 
however, this defeat also meant an interlacing of their previously 
partly dispersed paths, providing a new basis for a retrospectively 
seen community. But now they were coming home, and their de-
feat would not come for a quarter of a century. 

After the war, Poland was radically different. At Potsdam (July 
17-August 2, 1945), the Big Powers settled the new Polish west-
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ern frontiers on the Odra and Nysa Luzycka rivers,1 thus giving 
Poland its western territories with the cities of Wroclaw (formerly 
Breslau), Szczecin (formerly Stettin), and Gdansk (Danzig). In 
accordance with the Polish-Soviet treaty of August 16, 1945, a 
new Polish-Soviet frontier was settled, leaving the former Polish 
eastern borderlands with the main cities of Vilna and Lvov in the 
USSR. Thus, on the new geographic map of Europe, Poland was 
moved one hundred fifty miles west, while on the political map, it 
was moved radically to the east. 

Although Poland lost over 70,000 square kilometers in this set-
tlement, the new frontiers were a good bargain. The lands lost to 
the USSR were agricultural, underdeveloped, and primarily popu-
lated by Ukrainians and Byelorussians who were traditionally hos-
tile to Polish rule. The new western and northern territories, at first 
only in the official language and later also in common speech called 
Ziemie Odzyskane (the Recovered Lands) or Ziernie Zachodnie 
(Western Lands), gave Poland rich deposits of raw materials, in-
dustrial plants, and seacoasts with several ports. The new Poland 
had the prospect of becoming a maritime and industrial nation. 

But Poland lay in ruins. The six million Polish war victims, 
among whom were approximately 3.2 million Jews, constituted 
22.2 percent of the prewar Polish population, thus placing Poland 
at the top of world's war victims rating.2 Population density had 
fallen by 14.9 percent as compared with the prewar measure. 
Material losses were immense: the losses in industry were esti-
mated at 35 percent; in transport and communication, at 50 per-
cent; in agriculture and forestry, at 3 5 percent. Warsaw, the capi-
tal of Poland, was 75 percent destroyed, and not much more was 
left of Wroclaw, Gdansk, Szczecin, and the other newly acquired 
cities in the western territories. 

As a result of the war and the territorial-political changes that 
followed, Polish society was largely uprooted. Over 5 million Pol-
ish citizens found themselves suddenly outside Poland's borders. 
Approximately half were the residents of what had been the east-
ern borderlands, while another half consisted of forced laborers in 
the German Reich along with refugees and soldiers spread all over 
the world. Within the new frontiers were approximately 3 million 
Germans who still resided in the Recovered Lands and over half 
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a million Ukrainians and Byelorussians in Poland's new eastern 
territories. 

The transfer of Germans was carried out according to decisions 
taken at the Potsdam conference and further outlined by the Allied 
powers in November 1945 . According to this plan, the bulk of the 
German population in Poland was resettled in the Soviet and Bri-
tish occupational sectors in 1946 and 1947 . At the end of 1949, 
approximately 2.9 million Germans had been resettled. Over 
500,000 Ukrainians, Byelorussians, and Latvians left Poland in 
accordance with the repatriation treaties signed by Poland and the 
Ukrainian, Byelorussian, and Latvian governments in September 
1944 . Thus, two different effects were achieved: the Recovered 
Lands were emptied of their populations, and for the first time 
in its history, Poland became ethnically homogeneous. This 
homogeneity even applied to confessional relations within the new 
Polish society. In 1 9 3 1 , Roman Catholics constituted 64.8 percent 
of Polish society; their proportion rose probably to 90 percent in 
Poland after the war. 

As Germans, Ukrainians, Byelorussians, and Latvians left, 
Poles kept pouring back. Their homes were often destroyed or 
situated outside the new borders, which resulted in intense migra-
tion within the country. Being emptied of their German popula-
tion, the Recovered Lands received most of the immigrants. This 
was encouraged by the Polish administration and the army, who 
were eager to secure the new western borders through this kind of 
settlement. Thus, by the end of 1946, over 1 .7 million Poles had 
returned from the USSR, settling overwhelmingly in the Recovered 
Lands. From 1944 to 1949, 2.3 million Poles returned from West-
ern Europe and America, settling partly in the Recovered Lands 
and partly in their old places of residence. In addition, approx-
imately 2.7 million people from the destroyed or overpopulated 
central and eastern areas moved to these territories by the end of 
1 9 5 0 , most of them during first two years after the war. 3 

In ruins, with new borders, a new ethnic structure, and a new 
political system, Poland was a country transformed beyond recog-
nition. It was to this new Poland that the members of the genera-
tion returned, constituting but a small segment of the returning 
refugees. The words of the poem, " A Prayer," written by the great 
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Polish poet of Jewish origin, Julian Tuwim, and published on the 
first page of the first issue of the magazine Odrodzenize (Rebirth) 
in Lublin in September 1944, were particularly suitable in express-
ing their hopes: 

Leave the workers in power 
the fruits of work in town and country 
disperse the bankers 
let not money breed money, Lord 
for the rich and mighty 
Let proud and vain 
show humble spirit 
and give to the humble pride and anger 
show us that under your sun 
a man is neither Greek nor J e w 

Except for those few who followed in the footsteps of the advanc-
ing Soviet armies, most came back in two ways: as soldiers of the 
Polish army or as part of the organized repatriation. 

Most probably, some 14,000 Jews were demobilized in autumn 
1945, while about 6,000 remained in the army.4 As for civilians, 
repatriation from the USSR began during the second half of 1945. 
It was coordinated by the Polish state authorities in charge of re-
patriation and the Centralny Komitet Zydow w Polsce (the CKZP, 
Central Committee of Jews in Poland), which, with the help of 
Polish and American-Jewish subsidies, took responsibility for the 
Jewish repatriates. In the primitive conditions of the crowded train 
transports that went on for weeks, the destitute but hopeful re-
fugees returned, talking about the future and worrying about the 
families and friends they had left behind when the war began. 
Some of the repatriates were met at the frontier by representatives 
of the CKZP, offered medical care or given clothes, shoes, and 
money. They were encouraged not to listen to "the irresponsible 
individuals who are spreading panic and resignation"5 and, in 
most cases, sent with the same train transports for resettlement in 
the Recovered Lands. Early on, however, there were no organized 
receptions at the border. As the trains continued on their route, 
people got off at different stations, but most continued to the Re-
covered Lands. 

The first wave of returnees reached its peak in April, May, and 
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June 1946, when 2 13 ,000 Polish refugees returned from the USSR. 
Of these, 64.1 percent, that is, 136 ,550 persons, were Jews. At 
least 20,000 Jewish refugees came back on their own, before the 
organized groups of repatriats reached Poland. In 1946, the C K Z P 
registered 157 ,420 Jewish repatriates from the USSR.6 The repa-
triation was to continue in much smaller numbers in the coming 
years, when even individual Communists, who until then had not 
been freed from Soviet camps, were repatriated as a result of in-
terventions by the Polish party. However, most of the Jewish re-
fugees returned during the first period. Together with approx-
imately 60,000 to 70,000 survivors of concentration camps and 
soldiers, there were at least 245,000 Jews in Poland by July 1946.7 

These survivors formed only a tiny fraction of prewar Polish 
Jewry. Only as they got off the trains, in the process of inquiring 
about parents, sisters, brothers, and those they used to know, did 
the extent of the catastrophe become clear to them. Former fami-
lies, friends, and surroundings were gone: the world of prewar 
Polish Jewry was no more. This vanished world was mourned by 
Antoni Slonimski in his poem, "Elegy over Small Jewish Cities": 

There are no small Jewish cities in Poland anymore 
In Chrubieszow, Korczewo, Brody, in Falenice you look in 

vain for the burning candles in the windows 
And listen for singing from the wooden synagogue 

Gone are these small cities, where the shoemaker was a poet, 
the watchmaker a philosopher, the hairdresser a troubadour 

The extent of the Holocaust was a shock.8 Poland was a gigantic 
Jewish cemetery. Together with postwar anti-Semitism, the wish 
to join one's relatives who had survived abroad, the negative at-
titudes concerning the Communist transition in Poland, and the 
Zionist promise, this realization transformed Poland into a tem-
porary station rather than a home for most of the Jewish survi-
vors. But for those who stayed, it also set the conditions for the 
further réévaluation of their recent hardships and for an increased 
sense of gratitude toward the Soviet Union. Coupled with their 
reactions to postwar anti-Semitism, it brought them closer to the 
Socialist camp and its quest for power. 
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They had, indeed, returned to a country in the convulsions of 
violent armed and political struggle. Communists in the Provision-
al Government competed for power with the legal opposition, 
with political parties that were denied legal standing, and with the 
armed resistance of those whom they called the "reactionary 
underground." The armed underground was comprised of the 
Armia Krajowa-based WIN, the nationalist, strongly anti-Soviet 
and anti-Semitic right-wing NSZ , and the anti-Soviet, anti-Semitic, 
and anti-Polish Ukrainian nationalist UPA and OUN. According 
to Communist sources, in 1946, this underground controlled some 
66,000 armed troops. Until 1947, these forces carried out some 
30,000 operations in which approximately 16,000 left-wing activ-
ists were killed, among them the vice-minister of defense, Karol 
Swierczewski. This full-scale civil war, which cost the country 
approximately 30,000 lives, was merciless and ruthless, with brutal 
repressive actions by the security forces and savage murders, com-
mitted especially by the NSZ , of defenseless Jews and Commu-
nists. The civil war lasted until 1947, when a special military Secu-
rity Corps, assisted by the 100,000-member Voluntary Reserve of 
Citizens' Militia, put down most of the resistance. Antiresistance 
operations continued until 1952 , however.9 

As the underground was strongly anti-Semitic, identifying Jews 
with the Communist system, the struggle against it became yet 
another factor that bound those Jews who were planning to re-
build their lives in Poland on the side of the regime. This applied to 
an even greater extent to the members of the generation, for whom 
this struggle was a confirmation of their world view and convic-
tions. 

For the Communist consolidation of power and for the socio-
political reformation of Polish society in accordance with Commu-
nist ideals, the political struggle was most important. This was 
preceded by agrarian reforms and the nationalization of industry. 
Over one million peasant families benefited from these agrarian 
reforms and the parcelization of land in which 814,000 new farms 
were created. Nationalization placed under state control most of 
Poland's industrial enterprises. Completed in 1946, these reforms 
deeply affected Polish society, liquidating the landed aristocracy 
and industrial capitalists as social classes. 

According to the Potsdam Conference, the task of the Provision-
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al Government was to govern the country until free elections could 
be held. Preparing for these elections, the Communist PPR and the 
Socialist PPS together with the SL—a splinter group from the 
peasant movement—and a small Liberal party (the SD) created a 
"democratic block" or a "government block" against the "reac-
tionary block" of all opposition groups centered around and sup-
porting the former prime minister of the government-in-exile, Sta-
nislaw Mikolajczyk, and his Polish Peasant party (the PSL). Other 
political opposition parties were denied legal standing. The gov-
ernment block was heavily dominated by the PPR, which used it as 
a camouflage and an instrument for control of its political allies. In 
the absence of other legal alternatives, and seeing Mikolajczyk and 
his PSL as the only shield against the new constellations of power, 
the deeply anti-Soviet society gave Mikolajczyk and his party its 
overwhelming support. This led the PPR to delay elections from 
the end of June 1945, when the Provisional Government was 
established, to January 1947. The political struggle in preparation 
for these elections led first to a major test of strength in the form of 
a referendum held on June 30, 1946. In this referendum, the gov-
ernment block asked the nation to vote "Trzy Razy Tak" (Three 
Times Yes) to questions addressing change from a two-chamber to 
a one-chamber parliamentary structure, land reform and the 
nationalization of industry, and the incorporation of the western 
territories into the Polish state. The opposition, forced into the 
dilemma of accepting the government block's political initiative or 
rejecting some of its proposals in a test of strength, chose to rec-
ommend to its supporters that they vote "no" on the first ques-
tion. After a heated campaign, the government claimed that over 
68 percent of the voters answered "yes" to this question and over 77 
and 91 percent to the second and third respectively. These results 
were most probably faked, or as Jakub Berman elegantly de-
scribed it several years later, "adjusted," 10 but the opposition 
protested in vain. Afterward, the long-postponed elections were 
announced for January 19, 1947. Six parties presented themselves 
to the voters, but as the four parties of the democratic block were 
united in an electoral coalition, only the PSL and the much smaller 
Stronnictwo Pracy (Labor Party) posed real alternatives. The 
election was preceded by massive administrative and police mea-
sures against the PSL, conducted in an atmosphere of terror, and 
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the electoral count was carried out by government officials. The 
results were announced as having given the democratic block 80.1 
percent of the vote and 394 out of 444 seats in the parliament. 
Thus, the PPR emerged as the dominant political force in Poland. 
In what followed, the last traces of opposition were gradually 
eliminated through combined police and administrative measures. 
The process was completed when Mikolajczyk, fearing for his life, 
fled to London in October 1947 (where Churchill expressed sur-
prise at seeing him alive). In December 1948, the PPR and the PPS 
merged with Moscow's blessing into Polska Zjednoczona Partia 
Robotnicza (the PZPR, Polish United Workers' Party), forming, 
together with the puppet SL and SD, the political party system of 
the new Communist Poland. 1 1 

This takeover and consolidation of Poland's political system 
had not yet taken place when the repatriates and the soldiers re-
turned. They were deeply affected by the conflicts that divided the 
nation and by the reinforced stereotypes that were its integral part. 
Thus, the stonethrowing and the grudging surprise that "so many 
Jews are still alive" that met many returnees on crossing the bor-
der were not accidental. The wartime German occupation resulted 
in a barbarization of social life, and Nazi propaganda contributed 
to the dehumanization of the Jew in the public mind. Against this 
background, the fact that Jewish Communists were conspicuous in 
the regime's side of the power struggle reinforced one of the tradi-
tional elements in image of the Jew, namely, that of a servant of 
anti-Polish interests (to such a degree that anyone who served the 
new regime was liable to be suspected of being a Jew). 

It was not the actual number of Jews on the regime's side but 
their visibility that reinforced this Jewish stereotype. The new so-
cial prominence won by a group of top politicians of Jewish origin 
stood in shocking contrast to the inferior status ascribed Jews in 
their traditional image. This was symbolized in the stereotype sur-
rounding the presence of three Communists of Jewish origin in the 
highest party and state authority: expressing the perception of 
"us , " that is, Poles, being governed by "them," that is, Jews, their 
names were set in plural form ("the Bermans, the Mines, the Zam-
browskis") and became a lasting part of the anti-Semitic vocab-
ulary. 12 

Thus reinforced, anti-Semitism became a weapon in the political 
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struggle (besides serving as a justification for acts of common rob-
bery and murder). The government camp accused the opposition 
of being responsible for anti-Jewish violence and used this accusa-
tion to deprive it of support from Western public opinion, while 
the opposition regarded much of this violence as Communist 
provocation initiated for propaganda purposes. The frequent po-
groms and murder of Jews were condemned by the powerful Catho-
lic church but also explained as a logical consequence of Jewish 
participation in the new regime. After the pogrom in Kielce on July 
4, 1946, when 4 1 Jews were killed and 59 wounded, the Catholic 
primate of Poland, Cardinal Hlond, issued a statement that con-
demned its perpetrators. But he explained the deteriorating Polish-
Jewish relations as "due to the Jews who today occupy leading 
positions in Poland's government and endeavor to introduce a 
governmental structure that the majority of the Poles do not wish 
to have." Speaking to Jewish representatives, the bishop of Lublin 
said, "The causes are much deeper. They are rooted in the general 
hatred of Jews as a result of their active participation in the present 
political life of the country. . . . The Germans wanted to extermi-
nate the Jewish nation because Jews spread communism." Thus, the 
traditional anti-Jewish prejudice was reinforced by conflicts in 
which the new sociopolitical system was taking shape, and the 
stereotype of the Jewish and Communist danger was interlaced in 
the new, up-to-date version of Zydokomuna (Jewish-Communist 
conspiracy). 

Despite the strong condemnation of anti-Semitism and anti-
Jewish violence by Polish intellectuals, such violence was wide-
spread. Individual Jews were killed on returning to small cities and 
villages and were victims of the underground's raids on towns, 
settlements, railroads, and buses. Several organized pogroms, 
which always seemed to begin with blood-libel accusations, also 
took place. Altogether, by summer 1947, approximately 1 ,500 
Jews were killed in assaults that took place in 15 5 localities. This 
was bound to speed up the emigration that was already in motion. 
Despite the appeals of Jewish Communists, Bundists, and the Cen-
tral Committee of Jews in Poland, and the promise that the regime 
would suppress anti-Semitism, by the end of 1947 , only 100,000 
Jews remained in Poland. 13 

The official policy of the regime toward the Jewish population 
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was the result of several contradictory factors. On one hand, the 
regime was eager to promote the image of being genuinely Polish 
and to secure the cooperation of the majority of the society. This 
found expression in efforts to make the PPR into a national party, 
in appeals to lift the country out of the destruction it suffered 
during the war through the efforts of the whole nation, and in 
the call for a "Polish road to socialism."14 Trying to neutralize the 
opposition and the image of being run by Soviets and Jews, the 
regime had to avoid being perceived as pro-Jewish. Moreover, 
the territorial changes brought about by the war were justified by 
the regime as having resulted in a new, ethnically united Poland. 
In addition, hoping to eliminate Western influence in the Middle 
East through the new Jewish state, the Soviet camp quietly sup-
ported the Zionist endeavor. On the other hand, the leadership 
of the party was totally in the hands of prewar Communists,15 for 
whom anti-Semitism was anathema. Moreover, the returning Jews, 
together with all the other repatriates and resettlers, were extreme-
ly important in the speedy settlement of the Recovered Lands. In 
addition, because a large segment of the society actively opposed 
the regime or, at least, withheld its cooperation, the regime was in 
urgent need of recruiting a middle- and lower-level cadre to its 
media, school system, nationalized industry, and administration 
and needed all who were willing to cooperate, including Jews. Yet 
another factor was that the regime was very sensitive to Western 
public opinion and used the accusation of anti-Semitism as a way 
of discrediting the opposition. Taken together, all these factors 
resulted in a policy that offered Jews equal rights and committed 
the regime to helping revive Jewish life in Poland and that, at the 
same time, discreetly supported Jewish emigration, especially to 
Palestine.16 

Most of the Jewish returnees left Poland during the two first 
postwar years. After this, emigration quietly continued. Thus, 
38,000 applications for emigration to Israel were filed between 
September 1949 and December 1950. Two-thirds of these were 
approved. Between September 1949 and April 1950, close to 
z6,ooo Polish Jews arrived in Israel. This wave of emigration was 
cut off when Poland closed its bordprs to all emigration. It has 
been estimated that by the middle of I949, there were only 70,000 
to 80,000 Jews left in Poland. 17 

Among these were the members of the generation. It is impossi-
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ble to state with any certainty their exact number, but according to 
our previous calculations, the generation numbered some 2,000 
men and women at this time. In the postwar period, their career 
was to merge increasingly with that of the new Jewish members of 
the PPR and, later, PZPR. Taken together, this group of Jewish 
PZPR members is said to have numbered 10,000 at the end of the 
1940s. 1 8 Together with their families, this segment could have 
comprised at least 20,000 people. As emigration continuously de-
creased the absolute number of Jews in Poland, in relative terms, 
the PZPR members formed an increasing proportion of those Jews 
who remained in Poland. 19 

They were destitute and uprooted. The small towns or city 
neighborhoods with their compact Jewish population and social 
networks were no more; the property, flats, or houses of their 
families were gone or taken over by others. The country was de-
stroyed and awash with refugees and resettlers. Steered by their 
uprootedness and destitution and by a government policy calling 
for the urgent settlement of the Recovered Lands, where almost 
everything was free for the taking, the majority of the generation 
went there with the returning refugee transports or on their own. 
In this, they followed a general Jewish population movement, 
which created a new settlement pattern concentrating over half the 
remaining Jewish population in the Recovered Lands. The main 
Jewish center there was Lower and Upper Silesia, where between 
80,000 and 90,000 Jews settled in cities like Wroclaw, Walbrzych, 
Dzierzoniow, and Katowice. Another was Pomerania, where over 
20,000 Jews were resettled by the middle of 1946. Outside these 
main centers, in the first postwar years, Jewish returnees settled in 
Lodz, Cracow, Warsaw, Czestochowa, and Bialystok, thus com-
pleting the radically new postwar Jewish settlement pattern.20 For 
the members of the generation, this pattern was adjusted by the 
secondary migrations that followed the country's stabilization and 
their recruitment to state and party administration, economy, 
education, propaganda, and culture. These secondary migrations 
primarily involved the "non-Jewish Jews" and intellectuals. Concen-
trating these people in Warsaw and a few other administrative 
centers, this pattern reinforced the connection between the extent 
of assimilation, geographic location, and degree of participation in 
the power structure; craftsmen, workers, and clerks stayed with 
the jobs, status, and locations into which they moved with the first 
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wave of postwar migration and social upward mobility, while 
their better-educated assimilationist comrades moved or were 
called to the capital and made their careers there. 

For most of the repatriates and the demobilized soldiers, settling 
down was a gradual process that often started with an intermedi-
ary period marked by change of job and migration from one city 
to another. They went looking for their relatives but in most cases 
found that no one was spared. Their previously large families had 
shrunk to themselves and a few relatives, most of whom lived 
abroad. Those who found out the details concerning the fate of 
their relatives were deeply shocked. However, they were young 
and felt an urgent need to make up for the lost years of the war. 
Their youthful enthusiasm helped them suppress or forget and to 
start their lives anew. Those few who for a time contemplated the 
possibility of emigration to join their relatives abroad decided 
against it, both because of their ideological opposition to emigra-
tion and because of their hopes for a Socialist Poland. In addition 
to their personal career prospects brought about by the new po-
litical situation, they were weary of wandering and chaos, longed 
for stabilization, and were hungry for the pleasures of the normal 
life denied them by the turmoil of war. 

Some of them had found partners before the war, others during 
the war. But, although they were in their thirties, most were still 
unattached. Finding jobs and apartments and settling down, form-
ing families, and raising children became a typical feature of their 
lives. Free from resentment against mixed marriages and, also, 
conditioned by the fact that there were much fewer women than 
men among the Jewish survivors, a large proportion of men found 
non-Jewish spouses. In all these characteristics, they represented 
demographic traits typical for all the remaining Polish-Jewish 
population, which was overwhelmingly young and characterized 
by an abnormal age and sex structure, a high rate of mixed mar-
riage and, in the first years after the war, an extremely high birth 
rate.21 

Although these postwar beginnings bore a stamp of chaos and 
temporariness, the generation had a perception of strength and 
good prospects, seeing the future as a realization of their previous 
dreams and deeds. 



Chapter Thirteen 

Careers and Visions 

Options and Limitations 

Most surviving Jews left Poland, but for those who decided against 
emigration there seemed to be new and exciting prospects for so-
cial mobility. The war decimated the country's intelligentsia and 
cultural elite. In addition to those who fled Poland and did not 
return, 30 percent of the scientists, 57 percent of the lawyers, 21.5 
percent of the judges and attorneys, 39 percent of the physicians, 
and over 20 percent of the teachers and artists were victims of the 
war. One-third of all those who graduated from Polish institutes 
of higher learning and secondary schools during the interwar 
period and over half of the graduates from technical schools died. 
Out of a population of approximately 20 million, one-fourth were 
illiterates, half of them ages 18 to 50. Moreover, the political con-
flict that divided Polish society strongly limited the regime's ability 
to count on cooperation from the remaining educated population. 
Thus, the country was in desperate need of new technical, admin-
istrative, and cultural cadres. 

Together with the regime's long-term goal of restructuring Pol-
ish society, this situation opened broad possibilities for upward 
mobility for all those whose loyalty could be trusted. There were 
opportunities within every profession. For instance, in the middle 
of 1946, over 5,500 workers advanced to leadership positions in 
Polish industry, 800 reaching the rank of managing director. In 
addition to the old centers of higher education in Warsaw, Cra-
cow, and Poznan, new universities and technological and eco-
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nomic institutes opened in Lublin, Wroclaw, Lodz, Torun, and 
Gdansk. The number of students rose from 56,000 in 1945 t o 

104,000 in 1948-49, with over 40 percent coming from worker 
and peasant homes.1 Although often of inferior quality, a broad 
network of shortened evening and part-time courses offered sec-
ondary and higher education to all those recruited to the fields 
of economics and administration. Parallel to the mass migration 
from the countryside to the towns and cities and to the general 
bureaucratization of all spheres of society, a new class of in-
teligencja pracujaca (working intelligentsia) was being formed. 
The majority of this class was made up of poorly educated white-
collar workers. Among the approximately two million "mental 
workers" (pracownicy umyslowi) employed in the national econ-
omy in 1955, over half held certificates below the level of second-
ary education.2 Thus, not only for doctrinaire reasons but also 
out of pure necessity, one's political reliability and ideological zeal 
most often became sufficient cause for awans spoleczny (upward 
social mobility). 

Together with the regime's official policy of offering Jews full 
equality, this situation created a general framework in which the 
postwar career of the generation began. The opportunity for up-
ward mobility even applied to many of the generation's previously 
non-Communist peers, especially the former sympathizers, who 
out of idealistic or opportunistic motives now enrolled with the 
new government. Against the background of their prewar experi-
ence and the Holocaust, the postwar political configurations re-
sulted in their perception of the new regime as their only ally 
against anti-Semitism. For them, the new regime was very attrac-
tive: it was antinationalist, fought anti-Semitism and bigotry, 
carried the flavor of universalism, and promised a secular society 
based on humanism and social justice. Most of all, it needed their 
services, offering them possibilities to work and prospects of social 
promotion that previously had been closed to Jews. From the 
point of view of the new regime, these Jews were a reservoir that 
could be trusted and enlisted in its efforts to rebuild the country. 
Although not old, "tested" comrades, they were not rooted in the 
social networks of the anti-Communist society, they were out-
siders with regard to its historically shaped traditions, without 
connections to the Catholic church, and hated by those who hated 
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the regime. Thus, they could be depended on and used to fill the 
required positions.3 

If this was true for new Communist converts, it was even truer 
for the members of the generation. As trained activists, their re-
liability was documented. For them, the new regime represented 
all they had fought for and still believed in. Reinforced by the 
conflict that polarized Polish society, their commitment and iden-
tification with the new system found symbolic expression in their 
description of the regime as nasza wladza (our power). In their 
view, the present was the logical continuation of their previous 
struggles and all opposition to the new regime was "reactionary." 
They saw their new careers as not only a reward for their struggles 
but also a deeply felt obligation to contribute to securing the polit-
ical system and the social changes it was carrying out. 

Although they were trusted, however, there were limits to their 
usefulness and therefore to their upward social mobility. These 
were created by the regime's efforts to attain national legitimacy 
by presenting itself as genuinely Polish, which under current con-
ditions meant avoiding identification with Jews. This resulted in a 
reluctance to man the new functionary positions with Jews and an 
ambition to fill them, it possible, with non-Jews. But implementa-
tion of such a policy was hindered by the lack of ideologically and 
professionally reliable cadres. Important key positions and so-
called sensitive posts in the party apparatus, the state administra-
tion, the army, and the security forces could only be staffed by 
those most trusted. This applied also to the fields of ideology, 
education, and culture and was desirable even for middle positions 
in all areas of social, political, and economic life. The prewar 
Communists, Jewish or not, obviously met such requirements. 
Moreover, the members of the generation had informal contacts 
with old comrades from the prewar Communist movement, from 
the ZPP or the army, and were known to others who were now in 
important positions. Thus, while their ethnic descent limited their 
usefulness, their party record, ideological reliability, and network 
of informal contacts were to their advantage. 

The practical consequences of these conflicting factors were de-
mands and pressures for Polonization prior to or following their 
employment. Despite exceptions, this was the major trend. Those 
who could pass as ethnic Poles, who changed their names into typi-
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cally Polish ones and severed contact with Jewish life were pre-
ferred to others whose usefulness was circumscribed by appear-
ance, accent, or unwillingness to comply with such demands. The 
former were sent to work in different positions in the general, that 
is, non-Jewish, sector and, as a rule, were more successful in their 
careers than the latter. 

This personnel policy of negative selection provided a very 
strong incentive for further assimilation. Later, the philosophy 
underlying this policy was to reinforce the depth of their final ex-
istential defeat. At present, some felt hurt and ridiculed the policy 
and its executors, who were often Jews themselves.4 Others went 
along with the demands, either because they understood the ne-
cessity of this policy, welcomed the opportunity to sever the con-
nections with their ethnic background, or out of a desire to make a 
career. Busy getting involved in practical work, they were full of 
enthusiasm and optimism. When they compared their present 
situation with prewar Poland—such comparisons were to become 
their habit—improvement seemed apparent. The new political 
order would realize the ideals they had fought for. Also, it had 
brought about a radical improvement of their position in society, 
opening up areas that previously were almost entirely closed to 
Jews. While in the 1930s most Jews worked in commerce and 
trade, now most worked in industry or administration.5 A Jew 
could now become a minister or a general, a company manager or 
a university professor, the only limitation being his or her ideolog-
ical and personal qualifications. It seemed that socialism created 
conditions that for the first time allowed Jews to become fully re-
spected Poles. 

Categories, Paths, Conceptions 

The postwar careers of the members of the generation were, of 
course, influenced by their individual predispositions, inclinations, 
preferences, and abilities. Seen as a whole, however, they were 
rooted in and affected by their common ideological vision, their 
shared past experience, and the sociopolitical situation of the 
country. Under this unifying influence, the myriad individual 
careers resulted in the formation of distinct categories, or units, 
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that split the collective experience of the generation along some 
discernible paths. As all these paths were to lead to the same end, 
seen in retrospect, they came to form a shared experience that in 
its totality formed the generation as a whole. 

They came back as soldiers or civilians, and their paths started 
from these two positions. Some stayed in the army, but the major-
ity joined the civilian world. Among the demobilized were those 
who left the army at the request of the party, being then directed to 
places where they were needed. Some were directed to the "Jewish 
sector," but most were sent to work on the "general front": as the 
saying went, the party gave one a "Jewish job" or a "general job." 
Some of the demobilized NCOs were enrolled in the army's settle-
ment program along the new Polish western frontier, becoming 
pioneer peasants on these lands. Most of the demobilized went 
back into civilian life on their own, joining their repatriated com-
rades. Among these, some were called by the party to man differ-
ent positions in its apparatus and state administration, in industry 
and the economy. Some were directed to the fields of propaganda 
and culture, and others to the police and security apparatus. 
Others settled down on their own or with the assistance of prewar 
comrades or friends from the years in the USSR who were already 
established and could now help them find jobs and apartments. 
Those who would work with the central authorities moved to 
Warsaw, others settled in the large cities of central and southern 
Poland, and still others remained in the deserted towns of the Re-
claimed Territories, to man its civil and industrial administration 
on a middle and lower level. 

All joined the party and were active Communists. In the past, 
they had been revolutionaries and refugees. Many had never be-
fore held jobs that offered satisfaction and self-respect. Most had 
neither had the time nor the possibility to complete their formal 
education, their relatively extensive knowledge being the result of 
autodidactic study or interrupted formal education. Thus, even 
those in the lower and middle positions appreciated their new 
jobs; and, after settling down, a large minority completed their 
education by enrolling in professional courses, evening schools, 
and part-time higher studies. 

After a time, certain typical career paths took a discernible 
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shape. Thus, besides a group of influential politicians, too small to 
be called a category, there were the soldiers; the apparatchiks and 
the administrators; the intellectuals and ideologists; the police-
men; the diplomats; and, finally, the activists in the Jewish sector. 
There also existed the mass of common people—clerks, craftsmen, 
and workers—whose common denominator with the others was a 
shared ideological vision, a past history, and the essentially similar 
mode of ethnic aspiration. Compared to the others, however, this 
heterogeneous group had a significantly lower position and status 
in the social structure. 

Those who remained in the army were the operational officers, 
political staff, and economic commissars. Despite their relative 
youth, they were decorated veterans and, mostly, officers. They fit 
well into the army milieu, which gave them a feeling of belonging 
and strength and a sense of defending the new order. On deciding 
to become professional soldiers, some of the operational officers 
advanced in rank and received a command over army units in the 
province, while those who were more ambitious applied for fur-
ther military study. In several cases, this was followed by studies at 
the General Staff's Academy, further advancement in grade, com-
mand over larger field units, or work at the central army level. 
When the anti-Jewish purge swept the army at the beginning of the 
1950s and, again, after the de-Stalinization in Poland in 1956 
("the Polish October" or "the thaw"), the operational officers 
were less affected than the political officers or the commissars. 
Although the purges that continued into the next decade constant-
ly decreased their number, some remained in the army as officers, 
military researchers, and educators until the late 1960s. 

The operational officers regarded themselves as more profes-
sional, in the term's military meaning, than the political officers. 
They had a professional pride and a certain dislike for the political 
officers. In several cases, they went farther in their flight from their 
Jewish roots than the latter and the economic commissars, whose 
status was lowest and whose often unsophisticated, folkish 
Jewishness was deepest. 

The political officers were much more ideologically motivated. 
They saw themselves as educators and as watchdogs against 
ideological diversion. They advanced in grade, and an important 
segment reached central political significance, acting in the army's 
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Main Political Command. Together with the economic commis-
sars they were, however, heavily affected by the purges of the early 
1950s and after the thaw when, in accordance with the policy of 
odzydzanie armi (de-Judaizing of the army) and "nationalization 
of the cadres," Jews were released from sensitive army positions. 
Although many understood the need to nationalize the cadres as a 
means toward integrating the nation in the new order, this policy 
hit them hard by disrupting their personal plans and showing in a 
humiliating way that they were distrusted. In any case, some of 
those released were transferred to the state administration and to 
posts in the economic sector. Some others found their way into the 
fields of education and culture, where they joined those who had 
enrolled there directly and where they played an important role 
until the late 1960s. Still others were pensioned off. A relatively 
large group was assisted by brief vocational training and work in 
the re-created Jewish cooperatives. 

These were the soldiers of the postwar period. The roots of this 
category lay in the specific conditions in which the Polish army 
had been re-created in the USSR. Seen as a whole, this category 
existed throughout the postwar period, but its size steadily de-
creased. 

The category of the apparatchiks and administrators was 
formed of those members of the generation who were employed in 
the party apparatus, state administration, and the economic sector 
in central, regional, or local positions. As such, they were part of 
the new class that was managing the administration, politics, and 
economy of postwar Poland. What distinguished apparatchiks and 
administrators was their officially defined main field of activity: 
the party apparatus, on one side, and the almost all-encompassing 
state sector of administration and economics, on the other. The 
common denominator was the overlap and interlacing of their 
fields of action and the frequent personal rotation between them. 
Those who left the party apparatus were most often transferred 
into the state administration and the economy, while those who 
were conspicuous in these spheres acted on behalf of the party, 
being its nominees and making up part of its activists or cadres.6 

These cadres encompassed the leadership of all units in the party 
structure as well as all party members in leading positions on all 
levels of the society outside the party itself. Indispensable for the 
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implementation of the party's policy, the cadres were regarded as 
crucial for the Socialist transformation of the society. Boleslaw 
Bierut and other party leaders used to quote Stalin to the effect 
that "the cadres are crucial to everything" and are "the golden 
foundation of party and state." 

Although crucial for the Communist reconstruction of society, 
for reasons previously described, this key group remained at a 
relatively low qualitative level. In addition, seeking to enlarge its 
political influence, the party leadership placed its hopes on pro-
moting young people without political experience, hoping to form 
them according to its own needs. Thus, young people under thirty 
formed almost half of the party apparatus between 1 9 5 1 and 1953 
(while people over forty formed between 14 and 18 percent). At 
the same time, in 1952, 83.1 percent had worked in the apparatus 
less than three years, and over 80 percent had only elementary 
school education or less. In other words, the party workers were, 
as a rule, young, politically inexperienced, ideologically unsophis-
ticated, and poorly educated. These party workers formed a seg-
ment of a rapidly growing new class of white-collar workers (also 
called working intelligentsia or mental workers). As previously 
mentioned, in 1955, out of approximately two million members of 
this class, over half had less than a secondary education. As late as 
1966, only 2 1 percent of all those employed in the Polish state 
sector, which comprised over 97 percent of all those gainfully em-
ployed, had a secondary or higher education.7 Thus, the class that 
managed Poland's politics, administration, and economy was 
poorly qualified in formal educational terms. 

The experienced, reliable, and relatively well-educated prewar 
Communists were thus indispensable, at least during the early 
years. Although few—the former KPP and K Z M P members con-
stituted a mere 8 percent of the party's paid political employees in 
1950 and 6.2 percent in 19528—they constituted the trusted core 
of the party cadres, occupying key positions on the central and 
regional levels. 

The members of the generation who formed the category of 
apparatchiks and administrators were part of the party cadres. 
This category was probably larger than any of the others, second 
only to the common people. It was structured as a pyramid, all the 
way from the level of Central Committee and the various minis-
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tries down to the managers of small trades or light industrial com-
panies. Many held double positions, being employed outside the 
party structure and having political functions within it. Each of 
their positions in the power structure was part of the nomenkla-
tura system that, like a gigantic spider web, enclosed every post of 
significance in the entire society (and, in practice, many wholly 
insignificant ones as well), subjecting them to approval by a higher 
or parallel party committee.9 

The apparatchiks and administrators regarded themselves as 
ideologically more sophisticated and politically much more experi-
enced than other, newly recruited party members toward whom 
they entertained mixed feelings. Although conscious of the party's 
need to enlarge its cadres, they often suspected the latter of oppor-
tunism and were keen to keep the party ranks clean of all kinds of 
ideological contamination. As a rule, through their ongoing self-
education they were much better educated and more sophisticated 
than their average new comrades. In addition, a substantial 
number—in their own estimations, between one-fourth and one-
third—completed their higher education, often through part-time 
and evening university courses. They were, at one and the same 
time, shrewd pragmatists and dogmatic visionaries. Their ideo-
logical anticipation and inclination to see the present as a series 
of stages leading toward a final goal led them to a way of thinking 
in which ideology totally dominated common sense. In practical 
terms, they had a predilection for actions, campaigns, and short-
term mobilizations. Like the others, they projected their own up-
ward mobility and the might of their vision onto the whole of 
society. Thus, they were inclined to judge the postwar reality 
through the frame of their prewar experience and their vision of 
the future. They were the administrators of this vision, and their 
sense of participation in its realization was very strong. The pres-
ent problems of ordinary people were disregarded as temporary 
and therefore unimportant. 

As was the case with the soldiers, however, at the beginning of 
the 1950s and especially after the thaw, the apparatchiks and 
administrators were either released or downgraded and trans-
ferred to less important positions. Some of the released were given 
party pensions, and others left this category altogether. Backed by 
old friends and comrades, some found work in the mass media, 
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publishing companies, and higher education, joining the intellec-
tuals and ideologists. Others found refuge in the newly re-created 
Jewish cooperatives, becoming craftsmen or clerks. Still others 
joined the myriad paths of the common people. 

After the revelations of Stalinist crimes, some of the apparat-
chiks and administrators became revisionists nourishing hopes 
for a renewed, humanist socialism. However, as these hopes 
were soon frustrated, most seem to have accepted the premises of 
Gomulka's unimaginative stabilization. The intensity of their vi-
sion decreased, and although they still pledged faithfulness to its 
basic content, in their acceptance of "real socialism" and "little 
stabilization" they became ideologically defensive, politically 
opportunistic, and existentially corrupt. 

The intellectuals and ideologists formed an extremely important 
category, comprised of those working in the fields of culture, sci-
ence, education, and propaganda. They were the best educated 
and most politically sophisticated of all the members of the gen-
eration, forming a large segment of the top intellectuals of the 
party and, in several cases, of the nation. This category comprised 
both those who entered the field directly after the war and those 
former soldiers and administrators who left their initial careers 
and joined this group during the 1950s. The intellectuals and 
ideologists worked either directly within the party structure or 
outside it, with a relatively large rotation and overlap between 
these two subcategories. Within the party structure, members of 
this category were conspicuous as lecturers at party schools, as 
researchers and publicists in its institutes and archives, and as 
journalists in its press. Symptomatic of their qualitative and quan-
titative importance was their presence on the editorial staff of the 
party's main theoretical organ, Nowe Drogi, and the daily organ 
of its Central Committee, Trybuna Ludu. Especially beginning in 
the second half of the 1950s, however, most were conspicuous 
outside the party network, in the mass media, the arts, academia, 
the liberal professions, and the publishing companies. 

Until the thaw, there existed no basic ideological divisions 
within this category. Acting either within or outside the formal 
framework of the party, they formulated its voice and interpreted 
its message. Like the top echelon of the administrators, they lived 
in an atmosphere of intense anticipation of the fulfillment of the 
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Communist vision and experienced an intense sense of participa-
tion in its realization. In their own and the political leadership's 
perception, the sphere of propaganda, education, and culture was 
regarded as decisive for the rapid transformation of social con-
sciousness in the direction of Communist ideals. From this per-
spective, their role was crucial. They were the midwives of a mental 
revolution expected to radically change the consciousness of the 
society. This revolution was to be attained through applying the 
revolutionary experience of the Soviet Union and the norms of 
class struggle, ideological vigilance, and Socialist realism in pro-
paganda, culture, and science. The masses were supposed to follow 
the lead created by and among these opinion makers. 

As the others, they were deeply influenced by the atmosphere of 
mistrust, suspicion, and fear aroused during the Stalinist period. 
They believed in and articulated the period's Stalinist slogans con-
cerning sharpened class struggle as paralleling the development of 
socialism and the corresponding necessity to retain revolutionary 
vigilance against the open and hidden "enemies of the people." 
Convinced that the final realization of their vision would bring 
happiness to all, they did not regard the present difficulties experi-
enced by ordinary people, their estrangement and resistance, as in 
any respect lessening the vision's emancipating capacity. "Narod 

trzeba wychowac" (The nation must be taught), was their reply 
(and responsibility). 

The split in this ideologically homogeneous category came with 
the approaching thaw. Added to an accumulating disparity be-
tween the expected and the actual reality, and the explosion of the 
Poznan workers against a regime that based its legitimacy on rep-
resenting their interests, the revelations of the true face of the Sta-
linist period led to shock, bewilderment, and disillusionment. A 
large group whose trust had been shaken by these revelations and 
by the confrontations that followed became revisionists seeking to 
find new ways of realizing the Communist vision. Although the 
revisionists soon lost their political struggle and had their hopes 
frustrated, some retained their rebellious thoughts long into the 
1960s. Most of the others became to a varying degree cynical and 
opportunistic under the joint influence of ideological disillusion-
ment and corrupting stabilization. 

Disillusioned or not, in varying degrees they remained con-
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vinced of the emancipating potential of the Communist vision. De-
spite their intellectual sophistication and analytical ability, the 
form and depth of their final defeat was as shocking to them as it 
was to most of the others. 

Policemen constituted a category comprised of those who be-
came members of the state police and security apparatus. Unlike 
others, this category ceased to exist in the late 1950s, when most 
Jews were purged from this area. 

Until the thaw, the Polish security apparatus10 was totally con-
trolled by the Soviet secret police. Seen as a whole, the security 
apparatus had a double function: it served as an instrument of 
Soviet control over Poland and its regime while, at the same time, 
securing the Polish Communist party's monopoly of power. This 
apparatus consisted of the military counterintelligence called the 
Informacja, the civilian security service known in common par-
lance as the Bezpieka, and the so-called Department Ten, whose 
task was to supervise the loyalty of the highest strata of party and 
state leadership. The two latter agencies acted under the aegis of 
the Ministry of Public Security but were largely independent in 
their actions. In addition, there was the so-called Second Direc-
torate of the Armed Forces' General Staff that performed pri-
marily intelligence tasks. 

The Informacja was created in November 1944 as a Polish ver-
sion of the Soviet counterintelligence agency, Smersh. It was for-
mally placed under the Polish Ministry of Defense but was in fact 
the most important instrument of Soviet domination in Poland. 
The head of the Informacja was formally responsible to the Polish 
politburo but actually reported directly to the head of the KGB in 
Moscow, keeping under permanent surveillance not only Poles but 
also their Soviet supervisors. Most of the political trials staged up 
to 1955 were set up by the Informacja, which, although acting 
behind the scenes, was one of the strongest power centers in Po-
land during this period. After the thaw, the Soviet supervisors of 
the Informacja were sent home and the agency was itself reorga-
nized. 

The first Polish officers in the Informacja were recruited from 
among the so-called Spaniards (the Polish veterans of the Spanish 
civil war), the Communist armed underground during the German 
occupation, and the repatriated Polish members of the French 
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Communist party. The bulk of the Polish Informacja officers, 
however, were recruited from among young peasants and workers 
with little formal education and no political experience. The role 
of the members of the generation in the Informacja was negligible. 
Forming a segment of the initially recruited small group of prewar 
Polish Communists, those few who left the army to join its service 
were gradually eliminated. 

The number of Jewish Communists in the civilian security ser-
vice was much larger. The roots of this service go back to 1944, 
when its future functions were discussed by the Soviet deputy 
minister of defense and the NKVD and the triumvirate Rad-
kiewicz, Romkowski, and Mietkowski who were to lead the Bez-
pieka until the thaw. The first training course for future security 
officers was organized shortly after these talks and took place on 
Soviet soil. The Bezpieka contributed heavily to the defeat of the 
armed underground during the first years after the war. It was 
designed as a Polish version of the NKVD and functioned through 
a network of agents and informers in all the larger institutions 
of the society. After 1947, the functions of the Bezpieka grew to 
cover the censorship of correspondence and the mass media, strict 
control of all appointments, and total control of all spheres of 
public life. A Jewish section was organized within the frame of 
the political department of the ministry of public security. In this 
period, it was manned almost solely by functionaries of Jewish 
descent and carried out an intensive surveillance of all institutions 
within the Jewish sector, their activities, employees, and clientele. 

The party leadership depended on the Bezpieka to ensure social 
obedience and to pacify all potential resistance to its social, eco-
nomic, and cultural policy. In addition, as the leadership depended 
on the Bezpieka for information about the nation's real state of 
mind, it also functioned as a police version of the public opinion 
polling institute. Thus, the apparatus of the Bezpieka grew fast: by 
the end of 1949, it numbered some 50,000 functionaries operating 
through a network of approximately 150,000 informers. Obedi-
ence was accomplished through terror and the widespread fear 
that this terror created. How many persons became victims of the 
Bezpieka is not known, but almost 5,000 persons were formally 
rehabilitated by January 1957. It is important to remember that 
even if this large apparatus of the ministry of public security was 
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quite independent in carrying out its tasks, the general goals of its 
activity were sanctioned by the party. 

After eliminating any traces of real opposition, the security 
apparatus turned its attention to the ruling elite. This was no 
doubt part of a coordinated Soviet action that aimed at rooting 
out all potential ideas of following the Titoist heresy in the Soviet 
bloc. Department Ten was created in 1948. It assessed the loyalty 
of the leadership by keeping dosiers on all members of the state 
and party elite, checking them, their families and friends, bugging 
their homes and offices, and recruiting informers among their 
collaborators. When Gomulka and his associates were accused 
of "right-wing nationalist deviation," removed from power, and 
arrested (Gomulka himself was not detained until July 1 9 5 1 ) , De-
partment Ten began preparations for a large political trial. 
However, despite Soviet pressure, this trial was repeatedly delayed 
by Polish leaders, who had a fresh memory of the dissolution of 
the KPP and the massacre that accompanied it. Moreover, they 
must have suspected that it might be their turn next. This must 
have been particularly clear for Jakub Berman, responsible for 
security matters in the Polish politburo, and to other Jewish Com-
munists in prominent positions. The signals coming from the 
USSR since 1948 and the first warnings given by Rajk's trial in 
1949 were followed by the Slansky trial in 1951—52, which made 
it clear that Polish-Jewish Communists were next in line for 
accusations of cosmopolitanism and Zionist conspiracy. In fact, 
the Department Ten had already been deeply engaged in estab-
lishing a connection between the "Gomulkaites" and the "Zion-
ists." Several civilian Jewish Communists and army officers were 
arrested and prepared for playing the role of witness. The depart-
ment was also turning its attention to the Spaniards and those who 
had been members of Western Communist parties: in both these 
categories, there were many Jews. There is no doubt that large 
anti-Jewish trials were being planned in connection with the 
planned trial of the "right-wing nationalist deviators" and that 
only Stalin's death and the Polish leadership's passive resistance 
prevented them from taking place. 

With the revelations of the thaw, Department Ten stopped its 
operation in 1955 , but its functions were thereafter continued in 
more sophisticated form. The ministry of public security was dis-
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solved in 1954 and replaced by the committee for public security, 
which, in turn, was abolished in 1956, when the ministry of inter-
nal affairs was rebuilt. Under changing auspices, the Jewish Sec-
tion continued its activities, clearing the ground for the genera-
tion's final defeat. 

How many Jews, in general, and how many prewar Commu-
nists, in particular, served in the security service is impossible to 
say. Their number and role must have been much smaller than 
the propaganda campaign, undertaken by Soviet intelligence and 
aimed at putting all blame for "errors and distortions" on Jewish 
officials, had it. 1 1 In addition, it must be stressed that contrary to 
the popular stereotype of a Jewish secret police official and his 
non-Jewish victim, 40 percent of those affected by secret police 
activities are reported to have been of Jewish descent.12 However, 
the number of Jewish secret police officials and, most important, 
their visibility must have been significant enough to justify the 
hopes of the initiators of the campaign and its relative success. 
What is important in this context is the fact that the perception of 
the actual and ascribed role of Jewish officials in the security ser-
vice was connected to (and reinforced) the popular image of Jews 
as servants of foreign interests and enemies of the Poles. 

Were there any special aims behind recruiting this group into 
the security service? Although applicable to other categories as 
well, this question is particularly relevant in regard to the Jewish 
officials in the security service. To begin with, there was the basic 
fact of the general society's hostility toward the regime and the 
latter's need for trusted cadres. Old Communists, among them, the 
members of the generation, had to be relied on as their core. They 
were joined by other Jews, who were not prewar Communists but 
whom the regime nevertheless could rely on both because of their 
sympathies for the new political system and because of their isola-
tion and exposed position in the wider society. This was the most 
important component of the mechanisms behind promoting old 
and new Jewish Communists to the sensitive posts in the security 
apparatus, army, foreign service, and administration. However, 
this was not all, and the explanations of the additional factors 
behind this policy vary. In the present opinion of some former 
policemen, the architects of the cadre policy were keen to play 
down the visibility of Jewish functionaries, which, according to 
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them, would explain why Jews were directed to less "visible" posi-
tions in the ministry of public security. Others explain the reasons 
behind their promotion to this sector by exactly opposite motiva-
tions. In this perspective, these promotions were part of a con-
scious, long-term cadre policy that would elevate Jewish Com-
munists into positions that had to be manned but that also evoked 
the particular enmity of the society. The basis of this policy is said 
to have been masterminded by Stalin himself, who suspected 
ethnic Poles of an inclination toward "nationalist deviation" but 
saw the necessity of eventually getting rid of the regime's Jewish 
functionaries. The essence of this policy is said to be the temporary 
employment of expendable Jewish Communists, with the strategic 
perspective of sacrificing them as scapegoats when the new cadres 
were prepared and reconciliation with the general society was 
possible. Impossible to verify, this and similar explanations were 
to fill an important interpretive function after the final defeat of 
the generation.13 

The picture of their own motives for joining the security service 
is mixed. For some, the primary motive appears to be an over-
whelming sense of identification with the new order and a sense of 
personal responsibility for defending it against its enemies. Others, 
initially hesitant to join the service, had to be persuaded by appeals 
to their Communist responsibility or with orders to take it on as 
their party duty. Although they might have preferred to work in 
other sectors, a disciplined Communist could not resist this kind 
of argument. However, there were also other motives. For some of 
the policemen, equal to or more important than their sense of per-
sonal duty was a desire for revenge and a personal rage. Their 
families had been murdered and the anti-Communist underground 
was, in their perception, a continuation of essentially the same 
anti-Semitic and anti-Communist tradition. They hated those who 
had collaborated with the Nazis and those who opposed the new 
order with almost the same intensity and knew that as Commu-
nists, or as both Communists and Jews, they were hated at least in 
the same way. In their eyes, the enemy was essentially the same. 
The old evil deeds had to be punished and new ones prevented, 
and a merciless struggle was necessary before a better world could 
be built. Another, often closely related, motive was the pure desire 
for power and might. Thus achieved, power could be intoxicating. 
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Those policemen for whom this was the primary motive could 
"hear the houses tremble" when walking in the streets—and loved 
it. Still another motive was a general desire to find some position 
within the system, quite independently of what sector of the sys-
tem that happened to be. Had such people been proposed for or 
found themselves in other positions, they would have taken them 
gladly. Thus, their initial involvement in the security apparatus 
was quite coincidental. 

Although the motives for joining the security service varied in 
kind and intensity in every individual case, the nature and style of 
their assignment were bound to have a profound and unifying 
effect on their self-perception, their world view, and the contours 
of their vision. This applies especially to those who acted on an 
operational level. Whether having the Jewish sector or the general 
society as the arena of their work, their task was to put down and 
prevent any actual or potential opposition through applying terror 
and spreading fear. Thus, while the ideologists' response to the 
lack of popular support was their conviction that "the nation must 
be taught," that is, indoctrinated, the essence of the policemen's 
ethos was a belief that the primary means for achieving a revolu-
tion in social consciousness and behavior was the cure of sword 
and fire. 

Ruthlessness was seen as necessary: in their perception, it was 
more important and more realistic to make the actual or potential 
opponents fear them than to love them. Projecting the image of the 
"reactionary underground" onto the nation as such and ascribing 
diabolic capacity to the "imperialist forces," they lived in the 
atmosphere of a beleaguered fortress, whose community has to 
pacify the surrounding lands before taking them into its midst. 
They perceived reality in sharp black and white, but in their dis-
trust and suspiciousness, they knew that under the whitest white 
black might be hidden. Whatever went wrong, on a national level 
or on a particular construction site, was somebody's fault, and 
every mistake had to be punished. Knowing all the cynical tricks 
and how people could be framed, they too lived in fear: even the 
hunters could turn into potential prey. Thus, they were always on 
guard and severely limited in their ability to enjoy relaxed human 
contact. The tensions inherent in their situation led them to in-
creasingly reject even the shadow of a doubt, accept the most im-
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probable accusations, and carry out the orders whose ruthless per-
formance replaced their former great ideals. The prospect of the 
Communist emancipation, which was the initial motive and ulti-
mate justification of their activities, became increasingly dim: its 
actuality was transmitted to a distant future. In short, they became 
demoralized and their vision deeply deformed. 

They shared this moral and ideological development with their 
non-Jewish comrades. Where they differed, however, was in their 
fate when the thaw lightened the Stalinist darkness. When the 
might of the security apparatus was curtailed, the blame for its 
previous misdeeds was almost solely put on its Jewish functiona-
ries. This was demonstrated when a special committee appointed 
by the politburo in 1954 to investigate the activity of Department 
Ten found only three culprits, all of them Jewish. Similarly, in the 
party's central committee resolution of May 1957 , there was one 
ethnic Pole but six Jews mentioned as responsible for the "errors 
and distortions." Neither the Soviet officials and "advisors" nor 
the non-Jewish leaders, functionaries, and politicians responsible 
for the security sector were mentioned. Thus, Jewish security men 
were singled out and made scapegoats. 

The security apparatus was soon cleared of most of its Jewish 
functionaries. When purged from the service, they were bitter and 
disoriented. Some accepted their fate out of a sense of higher 
reason, but most felt deceived and disillusioned. Many had con-
siderable problems finding other jobs and were unemployed for a 
long time. Some were pensioned off and others found jobs in the 
middle and lower levels of the administration and economy. Most 
were helped by Jewish organizations, which, with financial help 
from American Jewry, opened vocational training schools and 
started artisan cooperatives. Seen as a whole, the category of 
policemen ceased to exist. 

The category of diplomats was numerically small. Despite its 
high social position, it lacked any real influence over the shape of 
social life in the country. It consisted of those members of the gen-
eration who worked in the foreign service or foreign trade service 
of Communist Poland. Along with the intellectuals and ideolo-
gists, the diplomats were the best educated and most sophisti-
cated of the members of the generation. Among them were those 
who, coming from the homes of the Jewish intelligentsia and 



Careers and Visions 119 

bourgeoisie, started or completed a university education before the 
war. Another subgroup was created by those who received their 
higher education in postwar Poland, working at the same time in 
the party or state apparatus. The basic reason for their promotion 
was the regime's lack of politically reliable and qualified diplo-
matic cadres. Their personal reliability, documented by prewar 
and postwar activities, their relatively high level of education, and, 
in several cases, the guarantees, recommendations, and contacts 
with old comrades opened the doors to a diplomatic career. 

They joined the diplomatic service at the end of the 1940s and 
the beginning of the 1950s and alternated between staffing the 
embassies, counsulates, and trade missions abroad and working 
in the Warsaw offices. In the course of their work, they acquired 
specialized professional skills. Their professional world was quite 
closed and limited, and their actual significance in terms of the fate 
of their generation was negligible. From their relatively elevated 
position, they saw the political changes that were taking place in 
Poland but actually participated in them much less than the other 
categories of the generation. 

They formed only a segment of the diplomatic service. How-
ever, as they often manned key positions, their visibility was very 
high, especially since besides themselves and the ethnic Poles, there 
were also Jews with postwar Communist records in the service. At 
the end of the Stalinist period, there were signs of a new cadre 
policy aiming at "adjusting the ethnic structure" of the service. 
These intentions surfaced again following the thaw, when some 
members of the generation left the service, and, again, in the first 
half of the 1960s, when the newer young and ambitious postwar 
party cadres grew up. However, this nationalization of the cadres 
was not carried out in a consistent manner and, before the end of 
the 1960s, affected them less dramatically than the previously de-
scribed categories. 

The category of Jewish activists consisted of leaders and func-
tionaries acting on the central, regional, and local levels of Jewish 
institutional life. The primary importance of this category was in 
formulating and executing the ideology of Jewish collective exis-
tence in postwar Poland. Their highest level was formed by a group 
of political leaders and intellectuals who before the war led Com-
munist activities among Jews and who after the war became Com-
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munist leaders of the Jewish sector. For most of them, their activi-
ties within the framework of Jewish postwar institutions followed 
their own choice, interests, and preferences. Some of them, how-
ever, reentered the world of postwar Jewish-Communist politics as 
a result of direct party orders. For the time being, the party needed 
them there rather than somewhere else. 

Beginning in 1949-50, the activists became the undisputed 
leaders of all those involved in Jewish political, social, and econom-
ic institutions in Poland. As such, they administered the official 
Jewish sector and formulated its ideology. Within the generation, 
the ethnic content of their vision formed one of the poles in the 
most important division that split its members, dividing them into 
Jewish Jews and assimilationists. 

The activists were guided by an ambition to shape Jewish collec-
tive postwar life according to the content of their ethnopolitical 
vision. In this vision, Jewish secular culture would bloom under 
Socialist conditions. Although they sometimes disliked the term 
produktywizacja Zydow (productivization of Jews), in their view, 
these conditions would also lead to the realization of their—and 
other Jewish reformers'—chief prewar idea, which saw a remedy 
to anti-Semitism, backwardness, misery, and other Jewish prob-
lems in a changed Jewish occupational structure. 

During the first postwar years, their organizational framework 
was the "Communist Fraction" in the Central Committee of Jews 
in Poland (the CKZP). Originating in earlier Polish and Polish-
Jewish initiatives in the USSR at the end of the war and formally 
created at the end of October 1944 in the liberated city of 
Lublin,14 the CKZP was composed of representatives from all the 
prewar Jewish political parties, with the exception of the Revision-
ists. It was chaired by the recognized Zionist leader, Emil Sommer-
stein, freed in 1944 from a Soviet camp and nominated to the 
Soviet-supported Polish government (the PKWN). Starting from 
its original task to provide material assistance to the remaining 
Polish Jews and to facilitate their return to productive life, the 
CKZP soon developed an extensive network of social and cultural 
activities. Basing its activités mainly on financial aid from American 
Jews but also from the Polish government, it largely replaced the 
prewar model of religious Jewish communities,15 thus realizing the 
demands proposed before the war by the secular Jewish parties. 
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The work guided by the C K Z P resulted in the creation by 1948 of 
over 30 Yiddish- and Hebrew-language schools with approx-
imately 3,000 pupils, 1 1 orphanages, and 60 homes for the aged 
(this in addition to the Hebrew and the religious schools created 
outside the framework of the CKZP) . Vocational training was 
providing by 49 O R T schools and medical care by the Society for 
Health Care. There were 20 Jewish sport clubs, 2 Yiddish theaters, 
and a rich variety of Jewish publications in Polish, Yiddish, and 
Hebrew. Books were published, and cultural events and political 
activities took place in over 200 local Jewish committees. The Jew-
ish Historical Institute, the Jewish Institute of Art, and the Jewish 
Pen Club were founded. The C K Z P coordinated repatriation, set-
tlement, and aid to the repatriates, and the Zionist parties con-
ducted their vocational and military training preparing some of 
the returning youth for emigration to Palestine. A network of 220 
Jewish light industry cooperatives, built with aid from the Ameri-
can Joint Distribution Committee, was coordinated on a central 
level by the umbrella organization, Solidarnosc (Solidarity), 
which sold their products through the network of 24 shops and 
one department store. The cooperatives, in which the activists 
formed the core of leadership, were seen as a practical instrument 
for realization of the goal of changing the occupational structure 
of the Jewish population. They employed 6,000 Jewish workers in 
1 9 4 7 and some 12 ,000 in 1949, which, together with their fami-
lies, meant providing work and earnings for 20,000 to 40,000 
people. Thus, for those who wanted to participate, in the early 
postwar period, Jewish life flourished.16 

One of the main practical-ideological issues that occupied the 
activists during these early years was the question of Jewish 
emigration. The activists sincerely believed that the Jewish prob-
lem in Poland, in the prewar sense of the word, no longer existed: 
there were only the concrete needs of the Jewish population to be 
solved. In their view, the future of Polish Jewry lay in Socialist 
Poland: as the phrase went, Jews should "unpack their valises," 
roll up their sleeves, and start working on building a common 
Polish-Jewish Socialist future. In addition to this conviction, dur-
ing the early years, there was a strong territorialist mood among 
the activists. This mood was connected to the Jewish population's 
growth in Lower Silesia and the program of settling the bulk of 
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Jewish repatriates in the Reclaimed Territories. Although never 
carried through, some vague territorialist plans were considered 
by the highest party authorities and discussed with the top echelon 
of the activists. Thus, both out of old convictions and new 
sociopolitical aspirations, they held a principally hostile attitude 
toward the "Jewish nationalism" of the Zionists, whom they deep-
ly resented and held in ideological contempt. At the same time, 
however, they were disciplined members of the party, obliged to 
follow its line. As the Soviet camp supported the Zionist endeavor 
in the hope of reducing Western influence in the Middle East, the 
activists were obliged to cooperate with Zionist efforts. In 1948, 
they (and the Bund) had to join the Zionists in fund-raising, the 
recruitment of volunteers for Haganah (which soon became the 
official Israeli army), and in military training,17 all carried out with 
the quiet blessing of the authorities. On Israel's victory in the war 
for independence, several Jewish Communists were provided with 
party contacts and sent to Israel with officially proclaimed wishes 
for good luck in the task of building socialism there. 

For the activists, this was a truly schizophrenic situation. 
Although they fought the Zionists at home, they were supposed to 
help them in Palestine. Although in favor of the idea of a Jewish 
community, they had always opposed Jewish nationalism. Thus, 
they shuddered in ideological discomfort when they heard Gromy-
ko's UN speech concerning the Jewish nation and its need for a 
Jewish state. They understood the politics underlying such argu-
ments and hope that Israel would strengthen the Socialist camp 
but were repelled by the nationalist enthusiasm involved in and 
released by the creation of the Jewish state. Their bewilderment 
and mixed feelings resulted in giving reluctant support to this non-
traditional Communist policy, paying lip service to its slogans and 
obstructing emigration wherever possible. They were relieved 
when shortly after the creation of Israel, the official line changed 
and they could step back to their more traditional ideological posi-
tions. Under the slogan "Further productivication here, not golden 
mountains there," they renewed their ideological confrontation 
with the Zionists and the other parties and their struggle for in-
fluence in the Jewish sector. 

Their organizational-political framework, casually called the 
Communist Fraction and after August 1948 officially named the 
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PZPR Collective, existed in the form of party cells down to the 
level of local Jewish committees. In 1947, it consisted of approx-
imately 7,000 members,18 and its political strength within the 
CKZP was growing. Although the Zionist parties constituted a 
majority in the CKZP, their main focus was on emigration. 
Moreover, their practical influence on Polish-Jewish matters was 
lessened by the tactical alliance between the Communists and the 
Bund. 

Paralleling the ethos of the PPR, until 1948, the Communists in 
the Jewish sector officially pursued a united front policy. They 
were disciplined, devoted, and willing to make personal sacrifice 
(as when some of those working in the cooperatives refused to 
accept a pay raise because they felt they could do without it when 
their cooperative needed to make further investments). Cunning, 
unwavering, and part of the dominant political force in the coun-
try, they enlarged their influence through tactical alliances or 
threats to leave the central CKZP and through gradually taking 
over the leadership of local committees and cooperatives. They 
gained a dominant position when, instead of allowing the de-
manded elections, they managed to enlarge the political leadership 
of the CKZP with representatives from the economic institutions 
they dominated. Following the general onslaught of Stalinism, 
they attained an exclusive power monopoly in the Jewish sector in 
1949-50 . With other Jewish parties dissolved or forbidden, they 
were free to shape what was left of collective Jewish life in Poland. 
Through their organization, the T S K Z (Towarzystwo Spoleczno-
Kulturalne Zydow w Polsce, the Social-Cultural Society of Jews 
in Poland), which replaced the CKZP, they ruled over a state-
controlled sector of Jewish institutions. 

In the middle of the 1960s, the TSKZ had a membership of 
approximately 7,500, composed primarily of the lower education-
al and occupational strata.19 Together with their families, this 
group probably amounted to some 20,000 people. The sixteen 
Jewish cooperatives, re-created after the thaw and attached to the 
TSKZ, employed 2 , 100 workers and had a yearly production of 
300 million zloty. Out of a profit amounting to 27 million zloty, 
1 .7 million was used to subsidize the social and cultural activities 
of the TSKZ, which also had under its care approximately 1 ,500 
aged, invalid, ill, and unemployable. As for Jewish schools, where 
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in addition to general subjects, Yiddish and Jewish history were 
taught, there were six primary and three secondary schools in 
1961 , with over 1,200 pupils. (The number of schools decreased 
to five in 1966.) Together with local youth work organizations 
and centrally organized summer and winter camps, some 3,000 
young people participated in these activities.20 There were twenty 
local TSKZ clubs for social and cultural activities, a Yiddish daily 
newspaper, Folksshtime (People's Voice), with a Polish-language 
weekly supplement, Nasz Glos, a literary monthly, Yiddishe 
Shriftn, a publishing house, Yiddish Buch, a Jewish theater, and a 
Jewish historical institute. 

Communist-Jewish politics evolved in a way paralleling the 
general changes in Poland's political life. They changed drastically 
when Stalinization reduced Poland and other Soviet bloc coun-
tries to a state of fear and suspicion. They later adapted to the new 
climate brought about by the thaw after Stalin's death. These 
changes, however, did not alter the essential components of the 
activists' ethnopolitical vision. Shaped by their convictions and 
past experience, this vision was characterized by some immanent 
contradictions. Its essential points were the belief in some kind of 
Jewish collective existence and, at the same time, a rejection of 
such an ethnic communion, as it was thought incompatible with 
class divisions and harmful to the general political struggle; striv-
ing to maintain a specific kind of Jewish culture and, at the same 
time, a view of this as a mere ethnic form of the Communist mes-
sage, instrumental in incorporating Jews into the Polish Socialist 
community; and maintaining separate Jewish institutions while at 
the same time desiring to eliminate Jewish separateness as such. In 
fact, despite the declared compatibility between the future of the 
Jewish community and the building of a Communist society in 
Poland, the activists—or, at least, their higher echelon—actually 
kept their eyes on the classical Communist ideal of Socialist assim-
ilation as the means of solving the "Jewish problem." Following 
the path laid down by the SDKPiL and the KPP, and trusting that 
this ideal could be attained by changing the occupational structure 
of the "Jewish masses," they disregarded the weight of spiritual-
cultural heritage and the strength of ethnic divisions. Their impa-
tient belief in social engineering sometimes took quite pathetic ex-
pression, as when they mobilized Jewish brigades for work in the 
mines, agriculture, and the factories, hoping both to "proletari-
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anize" the Jewish occupational structure and to prove to their non-
Jewish comrades that Polish Jewry was essentially a working-class 
community. 

While the common Jewish Jews acted out of an authentic ethnic 
self-perception, the activists regarded themselves primarily as 
Communist organizers acting among Jews on behalf of the party. 
While the ethnic embeddedness of the former decreased the desir-
ability (and the possibility) of their assimilation, the activists' cul-
tural and ideological sophistication provided the basis for a func-
tional, Machiavellian perspective regarding ethnic affirmativeness 
versus ethnic conversion. Hence, while being Polish Communists 
and Jews at the same time was an authentic, coherent living ex-
perience for the rank and file, for at least the higher echelon of the 
activists, it was primarily an ideologically motivated political obli-
gation. Thus, their ethnic affirmativeness did not extend beyond 
the realm of the present, and their Jewish self-identification 
was to a large degree instrumental. So was their attitude to Jewish 
culture. Unlike the Bundists, they did not regard Jewish culture as 
a value in itself but merely as a means in political work among 
Jews. In essence, they embodied the absolute primacy of political 
ideology over ethnicity. Representing a kind of Jewish affirmative-
ness and, at the same time, reducing it to the ethnic form of an 
ideological content, they both wanted to keep the Jewish cake and, 
in time, eat it. 

Even though full of inconsistencies and contradictions, this vi-
sion shaped their career in a unifying way. Acting on this vision, 
they remained in the Communist leadership of the Jewish sector 
during the entire postwar period. Thus, following the changing 
fortunes of this sector, their postwar moral and social careers were 
both subjectively and objectively much more collective than those 
of the other categories. 

The soldiers, the apparatchiks and administrators, the intellec-
tuals and ideologists, the policemen, the diplomats, and the Jewish 
activists formed relatively clearly distinguishable categories. They 
were concentrated in the capital and a few of the larger cities of the 
country. With the exception of the Jewish activists, these catego-
ries overlapped to a significant extent, and there was a flow be-
tween them. The policemen were the most short-lived category. It 
existed only during the first postwar decade, mirroring all the 
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dilemmas and ghosts of the new system. The other categories 
lasted throughout the entire period, although their size was fluid 
and the positions of those within most of them tended to deterio-
rate. 

Most of the moods connected to the changing Polish postwar 
reality befell even those members of the generation who formed 
the mass of common people: clerks, craftsmen, and workers, em-
ployed in all the different sectors of the administration and econ-
omy and settled according to the overall Jewish settlement pat-
tern. Like the others, they were affected by fundamentally the 
same factors and shared the same basic ideological vision; how-
ever, they were much less involved in the questions and problems 
surrounding its actual realization. Their position and status in the 
social structure were significantly lower than those of their more 
affluent (and more visible) comrades, and, until the end of the 
1960s, the patterns of their career were both less politically signif-
icant and less discernible than the others'. 

Ethnicity: Appeals, Aspirations, 
Limitations 

These career paths differentiated the members of the generation 
along the lines of professional activity, position in the social struc-
ture, relative power, and status. These were not the only lines of 
division, however. With their shared political vision, a basic split 
within the generation was created by the ethnic aspirations of its 
members. Unstable as it was, this division tended to coincide with 
their place in the social structure and run along a continuum 
stretching from being affirmative Jews, or Jewish Jews (in the con-
temporary Communist spirit), to the assimilationists, or non-
Jewish Jews. 

It is impossible to make qualitative conclusions regarding the 
size of the groups defined by these terms, and only quantitative 
descriptions in terms of ideal types can be made. Moreover, in-
quiring into the particularities of this division, one must be aware 
of all the subtle gradations and shades involved in the process of 
self-identification,21 of the factors shaping subjective identity, or 
the reference group, and objective identity, or membership group, 
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and of the complications resulting from the differences between 
self-defined and other-defined identity. 

The shock of the Holocaust and continuing anti-Semitism 
strongly reinforced an already existing polarization within the 
generation regarding the ethnic identification of its members. 
Thus, at one pole, there were those who reacted by a strengthened 
perception of a shared Jewish fate22 and a reinforced or confirmed 
Jewish self-consciousness and self-affirmation. The bulk of these 
Jewish Jews consisted of workers, craftsmen, and low- to middle-
rank clerks. Their leadership was constituted by Jewish activists, 
but the Jewish Jews could also be found outside the postwar Jew-
ish institutions. Rooted in a Jewish prewar world, they shared the 
activists' vision of combining socialism with the preservation 
and cultivation of a secular Yiddish culture, without sharing the 
latter's Machiavellian sophistication. 

At the other pole, there were those who reacted to the Holo-
caust and the entire postwar situation with a reinforced tendency 
toward assimilation. The Jewish world in Poland no longer ex-
isted, and Poland, to which their lives were united, was now a 
one-nation state. Finally, they had been offered full equality, not 
only in law but in real social life. In their perception, the chance to 
be like everyone else was part and parcel of the Socialist revolu-
tion. Why should one maintain ethnic particularities now, when 
one could be an integral part of the new society? In their eyes, 
socialism meant the elimination of social injustice and anti-
Semitism. Under such conditions, assimilation was regarded as 
natural, positive, and progressive. In addition, the shock of the 
Holocaust and postwar anti-Jewish violence reinforced self-
perceptions of an exposure to danger which, as the saying went, 
they wanted to spare their children. This conscious drive for assim-
ilation was also reinforced by the spirit of the regime's cadres 
policy. Thus, out of all such motives and without their being for-
mally stated, beginning in the early postwar period, assimilation 
became a conscious program and a living reality for a large part of 
the generation. In addition to being Communists, they consciously 
opted for full ethnic conversion, which often involved a change of 
name, eliminating the remaining traces of Jewish customs and 
habits, and taking on what they perceived to be genuinely Polish 
practices and traditions. In their own perception, they thus real-
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ized the classical promise of Socialist assimilation, where their 
ethnic and political subidentities appeared to complete each other 
in a harmonious way. 

Although not limited to the conscious assimilationists, mixed 
marriages were much more frequent among this group than 
among the others. As a rule, the assimilationists lived in the capital 
and the large provincial cities; they were better educated and 
reached higher positions on the social ladder than the affirmative 
Jews. They were strongly represented in all the previously discussed 
categories (with the exception of the Jewish activists). Most of 
them changed their names prior to or during the intensive "renam-
ing" period between 1948 and 1949. They avoided association 
with any Jewish organization and defined themselves as Poles (or, 
sometimes, as Poles of Jewish descent) in addition to being Com-
munists. In extreme cases, they went so far as to change the names 
of their parents on birth certificates and questionnaires, to discour-
age their children from personal and organizational Jewish asso-
ciation, or, even, to keep their children in complete ignorance of 
their origins.23 

Although they defined themselves as Poles and thought that 
others ought to regard them as such, they were keenly aware that 
their self-identification was often questioned and that behind their 
backs others might still regard them as Jews. They were extremely 
sensitive to this and regarded all reference to their ethnic origins as 
"Nuremberg reasoning." Moreover, their perception of Polishness 
and the way they lived it was selective, being limited by their ideo-
logy and their past ethnic-political experience. Thus, although they 
eagerly took on "typical" Polish habits, they still differed from the 
complex of historically formed values, norms, memories, and 
traditions that inspired most of their non-Jewish compatriots. 
Simply put, they were less nationalistic, more pro-Soviet, and 
more universalistic than most of their compatriots. Also, they were 
completely insensitive to the affinity between Polish and Catholic 
traditions. 

Haunted by suspicions of not being accepted, they looked for 
signs of rejection. With some, this resulted in an artificiality in 
certain forms of socializing and uncertainty about expected codes 
of behavior. Those who tried hardest were ostentatiously Polish 
and extremely careful to avoid anything that others might perceive 
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as Jewish.24 But all traces of the values and norms to which they 
had been socialized could not be altogether removed, which at 
times resulted in value conflict, emptiness, and alienation.25 Despite 
the fact of their conscious efforts to enlarge their circles, most of 
their intimate friends and colleagues belonged to the same cate-
gory as themselves. With all these problems, however, their quest 
for ethnic conversion went relatively smoothly and seemed to be 
successful. 

Of course, among the assimilationists there were different 
shades and gradations. If deethnification and not the ideal of 
ethnic conversion is taken as their common denominator, this 
category even included a highly characteristic group that might 
be called internationalists. Persisting in the old SDKPiL and KPP 
spirit, these old-style Communists continued to nourish dreams of 
a denationalized Communist commonwealth in which general hu-
man emancipation would eliminate all social divisions, including 
all nationalism and nations. They were the most authentic believ-
ers in the internationalist credo, relics of a spirit that, especially 
after the thaw, was speedily disappearing. Their ardor and their 
belief in the heroes of the October revolution and the international 
Communist movement continued: the USSR, on the global level, 
and the Polish party, locally, symbolized in their eyes the nucleus 
of the future community. Their particular kind of deethnification 
made them politically more faithful to the Soviet Union than 
others and, during the Stalinist period, most open to the appeal of 
Russification. It is among these people that female children were 
named Ninel (Lenin read inversely) and male children Vladimir 
(after Lenin), Josef (after Stalin), and so on. 

In all their internationalism, however, they were much more nega-
tive toward Jewish ethnic affirmation than toward Polish ethnic 
affirmation. In practical terms, they followed most of the assimila-
tionist mainstream. Taking into consideration the history of the 
generation's ideological development, this group should have been 
much larger. This and the fact that its size was decreasing and its 
members moving toward the mainstream of the assimilationist 
tendency as the postwar years passed proves the force of the social 
pressures toward assimilation and its actual attraction. 

As opposed to the Jewish Jews, the assimilationists did not pur-
sue a collective goal. In their own perception, they followed their 
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paths as individuals, not as a group. However, their individual 
habits, goals, and aspirations formed a clear pattern. Thus, 
although subjectively individualistic, they were objectively collec-
tive. 

In between these two poles of persistent Jews and conscious 
assimilationists lay the majority: all those who neither consistently 
denounced their Jewishness nor affirmed it. They were represented 
in all occupations and social strata. Their position is symbolized 
by those who, torn between ethnic inertia and the temptations of 
assimilation, chose to change either their first or their second 
names and let the other remain as it was. For them, being Jewish 
was something that "one should not be ashamed of." Thus, having 
emptied the content of their Jewishness to not much more than the 
fact of origin, a sentimental aura surrounding their ethnic past, 
defensive sensitivity to anti-Semitism, and inertia with regard to 
the present, in a long-time perspective, they tended to follow the 
course designed by the conscious assimilationists. 

This polarization along the ethnic scale was accompanied by 
vague feelings of mutual animosity. Although the Jewish Jews ac-
knowledged everyone's right to choose his or her own way, they 
often mocked the assimilationists, especially those who in their 
eyes put on a performance to facilitate their personal careers. 
These were called careerists or, sometimes, "Aryan Jews." The 
assimilationists, however, paying lip service to the right to culti-
vate Jewish culture, regarded the others as culturally retarded, 
seeing their unwillingness (or inability) to assimilate as one of the 
reasons for continuing anti-Semitism. 

Rooted in prewar and wartime trends, this polarization was 
part of a process that moved the generation as a whole toward 
assimilation. In addition to the changes in the political system and 
the generation's consequent rise up the social ladder, its basic force 
lay in the country's new ethnic realities. Indeed, Poland had be-
come a nearly homogeneous society, and the Jewish world of com-
pact settlements, characteristic occupational structure, specific 
values and norms, and language and culture, a world that even 
when mocked and criticized had been the reference point of the 
generation, no longer existed. Deprived of this world and weak-
ened by the continuous waves of emigration, even the affirmative 



Careers and Visions 141 

Jews' Communist vision of a "Jewish sector" shrank to a shadow 
of its former shape, and ethnic assimilation seemed to define the 
future of the generation. 

Moreover, in reality, the differences between the Jewish Jews 
and the assimilationists were more of a quantitative than of a quali-
tative kind. No longer the extreme pole of the Polish-Jewish 
world but rather a kind of unevenly disappearing ethnic island in 
Polish society, even the Jewish Jews were increasingly deethnified 
and assimilated into several specifically Polish norms and tradi-
tions. In their communications with each other, they increasingly 
spoke Polish. Since only a few Jewish Jews and none of those in 
between spoke Yiddish to their children, fewer and fewer children 
understood it. The use of Yiddish as a living language was in-
creasingly limited to Jewish committees (and to intimate conversa-
tions between parents when they did not want their children to 
understand). With only a few exceptions, even the Jewish Jews did 
not give their children Jewish first names. As these children 
reached school age, not all Jewish Jews decided to send them to 
Jewish schools, and in Warsaw, where the highest cadres of lead-
ership resided, there was no effort to establish such a school at all. 

The assimilationists, those in between, and a large segment of 
the Jewish Jews preserved no special Jewish customs in their 
homes: a complex of Jewish values, norms, and tradition was con-
sciously erased, diminished, or reduced to a Communist Yiddish-
ism. Instead, to a varying degree, all groups increasingly accepted 
Polish habits and traditions, which was symbolized by the entry of 
Christmas trees, Christmas presents, or the celebrating of Chris-
tian name-days in their homes. In simple terms, the Jewish Jews 
among the members of the generations limited their Jewishness to 
a Communist-Yiddishist minimum, while the assimilationists 
sought to nullify it altogether and consciously strove for ethnic 
conversion, in which they were passively and at a slower pace fol-
lowed by those in between. Thus, despite all dissimilarities, seen in 
a larger perspective, these categories were not essentially different. 
Rather, they represented a varying degree of programmatic or 
actual deethnification and assimilation. 

Although especially intense and discernible among the members 
of the generation, these processes were in no way exclusive to 
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them. Stimulated by a natural selection that resulted from the con-
tinuous waves of emigration, they were increasingly characteristic 
of the entire Polish-Jewish postwar population.26 

Ethnic visions and corresponding individual aspirations formed 
one of the most important lines of division within the generation. 
Reinforced by differences in field of activity and social position, 
this division was a potential threat to the generation's very exis-
tence. The members of the generation were, however, united by 
their shared ideological vision and the totality of their past experi-
ence. Moreover, as the process of assimilation was affecting the 
generation as a whole, this polarization might be regarded as a 
temporary phenomenon that, given time and favorable conditions, 
might have been superseded by some more harmonious balance of 
ethnic vision and aspiration. In addition, there was the discrepan-
cy between the assimilationist's self-defined and other-defined 
identity (and their consciousness of this discrepancy): if theirs and 
the Jewish Jews ' ethnic aspirations divided them, the others' view 
united them. Finally, they were connected to each other by the 
factors and forces that made them suitable candidates for ethnic 
stigmatization and political scapegoating. Thus, despite these divi-
sions that weakened its cohesion, the generation continued to 
form an affective totality. 

All this was to be confirmed by the circumstances surrounding 
their existential defeat. But before this defeat would corroborate 
the basic unity of their path, the immediate future held for them the 
frenzy, hope, and fear that marked the Stalinist period, the shock-
ing confusion of the thaw, and the seemingly quiet but essentially 
menacing stagnation of the 1960s. 



Chapter Fourteen 

Holy Madness 

Seen in retrospect, the postwar period was a road leading slowly 

toward the final defeat of the generation. Although its members 

actively participated in and helped form the sociopolitical develop-

ments that took place during these years, their positions and atti-

tudes became increasingly defensive, mirroring their decreasing 

political importance. This process was gradual and, at least to be-

gin with, difficult to discern. 

T h e first postwar decade formed the peak of their intense antic-

ipation of the realization of their vision. During the first three 

years after the war, the Polish regime pursued a version of a united 

front policy, stressing the need for a joint effort to rebuild the 

country, while at the same time strengthening its grip on political 

power. When this was accomplished, most of the appearances of a 

united front policy were altered and were replaced by the Com-

munist party's frantic efforts to rebuild the society according to 

contemporary Communist realities and visions. After the thaw, 

these years came to be called the Stalinist period, the period of 

errors and deviations, or the period of the cult of personality. In 

retrospect, from the point of view of those w h o actively partici-

pated in pursuing its goals, these years of messianic expectation, 

terror, and hope were really the years of holy madness. 

T h e Stalinist period in Poland began in 1948 with the ousting of 

G o m u l k a and his associates from party leadership. It lasted until 

1 9 5 4 , reaching its peak from 1949 to 1953. The general back-

ground was created by international postwar political conditions 

and by the situation in the Communist movement. 

M3 
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The international Communist movement came out of the war 
strongly reinforced. The Communist parties increased both in 
number and membership and up to 1947, participated in govern-
ments in France, Italy, Belgium, Iceland, Norway, Finland, Aus-
tria, Denmark, and Luxembourg. The process of Communist 
ascension in Central and Eastern Europe was intensified between 
1947 and 1948. To formulate and control a worldwide strategy, 
at a meeting of the Italian, French, and all ruling Communist par-
ties (Szklarska Poreba, Sept. 2 2 - 2 7 , I947)> the Soviet leadership 
set up the Cominform (Communist Information Bureau), a new 
organization to replace the previously dissolved Comintern. Also 
in the air was the Communist uprising in Greece (1946—1949), the 
growing German crisis, and Soviet aspirations in the Middle East. 
The Western perception of the Soviet threat, symbolically ex-
pressed in Churchill's speech at Fulton on March 5, 1946, found 
more concrete expression in the Truman doctrine, which gave to 
the United States the right and duty to support "free nations 
threatened by totalitarian regimes." In line with this and the Ken-
nan doctrine of containment, Western assistance was given to 
Greece and Turkey. The Marshall aid plan, within which Poland 
was to be a main recipient, was rejected by the Soviet bloc. The 
defense pact called the Western Union, later to be replaced by the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization, was signed in 1948 by Great 
Britain, France, Luxembourg, Belgium, and the Netherlands. As 
the cold war intensified, the Soviet leadership was determined to 
close ranks in the Communist movement. This determination was 
strengthened by the conflict with the Yugoslavian party, which 
had federalist ambitions in the Balkan states and claimed the right 
to formulate its own foreign and domestic policies. This conflict 
culminated in mid-194 8 with the ousting of the Yugoslavian 
party from the Cominform. From then on, the Communist move-
ment would be a monolith in which the USSR would tolerate no 
divergences. 

This was bound to have repercussions on the Polish Communist 
party. Gomulka and his associates, far from rejecting Soviet leader-
ship of the Communist movement, were resentful of the Comin-
form and the uniformity it imposed.1 Gomulka was also hesitant 
regarding the condemnation of the Yugoslavian party and its oust-
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ing from the Cominform. His concept of the "Polish way to 
socialism" advocated specific tactics and politics corresponding to 
Polish traditions and conditions, the temporary cooperation with 
non-Communists, and a rejection of any sweeping collectivization 
of agriculture.2 In addition, he was critical of the unreservedly in-
ternationalist prewar Polish Communist traditions, which in the 
present situation was interpreted by his opponents as a rejection of 
unreserved support for the international Communist movement 
and the USSR. Thus, his political fate was sealed. The turning 
point came in June-September 1948. In a speech held at the Cen-
tral Committee meeting on June 3 and intended as a lead in the 
ideological preparation for the coming unification of the Com-
munist PPR and the Socialist PPS, Gomulka not only advocated 
temporary cooperation with non-Communists and rejected the 
sweeping collectivization of agriculture but also denounced the 
SDKPiL's and the KPP's stand on the question of Polish indepen-
dence and praised the PPS for its patriotism. At the Central Com-
mittee meeting that took place August 3 1 to September 3, 1948, 
Gomulka was condemned by a number of speakers, including his 
own associates, accused of "rightist opposition" and "nationalist 
deviation." Although he confessed to his errors, he was dismissed 
from the Secretariat and Politburo and replaced as general secre-
tary of the party by Boleslaw Bierut. Most of his associates were 
downgraded. 

The PZPR (Polish United Workers Party) was formed in Decem-
ber 1948. Among its eleven Politburo members, eight came from 
the PPR. With only one exception, they were relatively young (the 
oldest among them, Bierut, was 56 years old, the youngest, Zam-
browski, only 39). With only two exceptions, all had spent the war 
years in the Soviet Union. The new party they now led set out on a 
radical, complete, and lasting transformation of Polish society, 
with the USSR as its model. The years of Polish Stalinism thus 
began.3 

The goal of this project was a fundamental, scientific—that 
is, planned and tested in the laboratory of Soviet society— 
Communist social change. The ideological cornerstone was the de-
termination to speedily build the foundations of a Socialist society, 
with the corresponding thesis of intensified class struggle as its 
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parallel development. This goal was to be achieved within the 
present generation's life span, primarily through Socialist indus-
trialization and social engineering. Social structure, values, norms, 
and behavior would be remade under the conditions of revolution-
ary vigilance and the dictatorship of the proletariat.4 In due 
course, a new society would be born. 

The practical expression of this determination was the "Six-
Year Plan of Economic Development and Construction of Socialist 
Foundations" (1950—1955). Within its framework, Poland would 
be industrialized, with priority put on heavy industry, the creation 
of a new Socialist working class, and the expansion of a Socialist 
sector in agriculture. Construction of the gigantic Lenin Steel 
Work and of Nowa Huta, a new town created for its workers, 
became a symbol of the size and the spirit of this project. 

The Stalinist thesis of intensified class struggle as an immanent, 
universal trait characteristic of an intermediary period on the road 
to Socialist society and the corresponding necessity of revolution-
ary vigilance were founded on the conviction that the old, reac-
tionary social classes would resist Socialist transformation and 
that sharpening latent antagonistic class relations would hasten 
the process of change. The previously valid concept of "people's 
democracy" was thus replaced by that of "proletarian dicta-
torship." The class enemy and its agents were to be fought by a 
monolithic party acting through its ideologically conscious, de-
voted, disciplined, and centrally led activists. Poland was to be 
isolated from the hostile outside world so as to prevent infiltration 
by foreign intelligence agencies. On the level of social practice, the 
security apparatus became the main instrument for enforcing so-
cial compliance with official policies and goals. 

The remaking of economic foundations and social structures 
was supposed to lead to and be paralleled by the spiritual trans-
formation of the society. This transformation was primarily aimed 
at the young. Young working class and peasant men and women, 
socialized in the new society and not contaminated by the reac-
tionary values of the old world, were expected to truly embrace 
Communist ideals. Thus, they were proclaimed the heroes of the 
new, industralized Poland. Praised on posters and in popular 
songs and literature, the young workers were shown as constantly 
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overfulfilling production plans, introducing new work methods, 
utilizing Soviet workers' experience (the "Stakhanovite working 
methods," the "Kovalov method," or the "Kolesov knife"), stim-
ulating their comrades in Socialist work competition, and per-
fecting themselves through the means of criticism and self-criticism. 
In contemporary Communist mythology, they were perceived to 
be both active participants in and the products of the ongoing 
material and spiritual transformation that approached the mil-
lennium. 

In this project, science and culture were seen as means in the 
Communist transformation. Through copying Soviet methods of 
organization, political guidance, and planning and through infus-
ing Communist ideology into all aspects of culture, science, and 
education, a cultural revolution was supposed to take place and a 
Socialist consciousness occur. Intellectuals were charged with the 
responsibility of being the teachers and ideological leaders in this 
regard. Writers, journalists, painters, teachers, and scientists were 
expected to both actively contribute to the goal of social change 
and praise its progress. Here, the thesis of intensified class struggle 
took the form of a fight against "reactionary ideological diver-
sion," for historical and dialectical materialism, and for Socialist 
realism. Thus, between 1949 and 1951 , the artistic and scientific 
professional associations put their members under the obligation 
to actively participate in the building of socialism, and they were 
transformed into bodies whose primary function was the ideolog-
ical control of its members.5 Nonconformity was perceived as 
reactionary and was severely punished. In the natural sciences, 
concepts developed by Michurin, Lysenko, and Pavlov became 
canonized. In the humanities, the Soviet version of dialectical 
materialism (the Diamat) was upheld as a universally valid scien-
tific method for analyzing all human problems. In literature, 
Socialist realism as formulated by Zdanow was to guide writers in 
their task of educating readers in the new spirit. Along with 
cybernetics and genetics, sociology was declared to be reactionary 
and practically eliminated. In accordance with the Soviet model, 
after 195 1 , scientific activities became centrally coordinated 
through the Polish Academy of Science, which was under direct 
party control. Beginning with the academic year 1950—51, 
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Marxism-Leninism and political economics became obligatory 
parts of the curriculum at all institutes of higher learning, with 
Stalin's "Short Course . . . " of the Soviet party's history as the 
main textbook. 

Through a policy of industrial investment and trade agreement, 
the Polish economy was connected to the USSR and, beginning 
with the Korean war, increasingly subjected to Soviet military 
priorities. The Catholic church was systematically attacked, its 
priests arrested, and the sphere of religious life infiltrated by front 
organizations closely connected to the Soviet security apparatus.6 

Promotions to party leadership positions were subject to the 
approval of the Soviet party, and the authority of the highest Pol-
ish party leaders depended on Stalin's personal decisions. The cult 
of Stalin penetrated all official spheres of life, the most important 
of which were subjected to direct Soviet control. This state of 
affairs was at the highest level symbolically confirmed in Novem-
ber 1949 by the appointment of Soviet Marshal Konstanty Rokos-
sowski as Poland's vice-premier, minister of defense, and member 
of the Politburo. The Stalinist system was formalized in the con-
stitution of July 22, 1952, a Polish version of the Soviet constitu-
tion of 1936 and the model for similar constitutions in other 
Soviet bloc countries. Although the first cracks in the system had 
appeared already in 1953, Stalinism was not renounced in Poland 
before October 1956. 

For those who consciously resisted the atmosphere and policies 
of the Stalinist years, the spiritual climate of the period was a 
nightmare. For them, it was the fulfillment of the prophecy of 
Stanislaw Ignacy Witkiewicz, who in his novel Nienasycenie (In-
satiability), written shortly before the war, described the invasion 
of Europe by the Asiatic warriors of Murti-Bing armed with "philo-
sophical pills" that offered a passive happiness but neutralized 
resistance, independence, and judgment. With others who sub-
mitted to the rules of the game, this resulted in performing the "Art 
of Ketman," that is, of cynical double thinking and the deceitful 
promotion of one's own career, described by Czeslaw Milosz in 
Zttiewolony umysl (The Captive Mind). However, a large group 
of previously non-Communist intellectuals were taken by the 
Communist vision of the new world and authentically attracted to 
the system. In addition, a large segment of the working class found 
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in the party new ways of social advancement, and the impover-
ished peasantry from the overpopulated countryside was stream-
ing to the new industries in search of jobs and new social status. 
Thus, although there was deep resistance and despair, most prob-
ably on the part of the large majority of the nation, there were also 
great hopes and anticipation, new ambition and enthusiasm. 

If this was the case with the new converts to the system, it was 
immensely more so with the old Communists, who now saw their 
dreams about to come true. The first years of the Stalinist offen-
sive marked for them the practical beginning of a new era. For the 
members of the generation, the spirit of this period was one of 
intense anticipation, enthusiastic impatience, and fearful tensions. 
They saw themselves as active in an immense, decisive historical 
process. Despite the threats and dangers, they were convinced that 
the realization of their vision was close at hand. 

Acting within the framework of the previously described cate-
gories, they followed and participated in the events of the period. 
Politically formed in the KPP, they felt deeply offended by Gomul-
ka's criticism of its ideological traditions7 and were less susceptible 
to the nationalist flavor of his "Polish way to socialism." More-
over, a side effect of the removal of Gomulka's team, with its certain 
distrust of prewar Jewish Communists, was the political promo-
tion of several apparatchiks and administrators of Jewish origin. 
In addition, following this purge, anti-Semitism was associated 
with "nationalist deviation" and totally banned. Thus, the mem-
bers of the generation had many reasons to welcome and support 
the ideological struggle against what they perceived as a dangerous 
deviation from Communist ideals. 

Most of them perceived the introduction of the Six-Year Plan in 
truly mystical terms. In their eyes, the plan was the key to the 
future: a scientifically conceived, infallible scheme that would 
totally restructure societal relations and prepare the country for 
socialism. Of course, there were difficulties and problems. Starting 
in 1951, the investments policy devised under the plan and revised 
by Soviet pressure to fit the USSR's military needs, coupled with 
the results of the repressive agrarian policy and the fact that only 
one-fifth of the expected loans from the International Bank were 
actually granted, resulted in a significant decrease in general living 
standards. However, they did not perceive the affliction that befell 
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the population as contradicting their hopes. In a way, the present 
difficulties confirmed these hopes, transferring them somewhat 
farther into the future and stressing the costs of their realization. 
Building the foundations of socialism would not be a dance on 
roses, as they put it, and the restructuring of society had to go 
through a stage of temporary hardship. At present, the society was 
laying the foundations of its future harmony and prosperity. The 
reward would come in the not-so-distant future, when all, and 
especially the next generation, would enjoy the fruits of the revolu-
tion. Thus, they were convinced that all should tighten their belts 
and work devotedly with their eyes on the future goal. 

Acting in their different fields, they felt personally responsible 
for the realization of the Socialist transformation. For them, the 
contemporary mobilizing slogan "Every member of the party is 
responsible for the plan" carried the force of higher duty. As the 
realization of the plan could be endangered by the people's weari-
ness and lack of enthusiasm or understanding and was likely to be 
subject to sabotage by the enemy, this sense of personal responsi-
bility also meant the obligation to be vigilant. This meant an un-
compromising attitude toward those who might not be willing to 
accept the hardships of the present and a merciless hostility to-
ward those perceived as the enemy. Thus, the burning will to pro-
duce general harmony and happiness was married to distrust and 
suspiciousness regarding its objects and a hatred toward its actual, 
potential, or imagined opponents. 

This general demand for revolutionary vigilance applied to 
other party members also. Compared to the prewar KPP, the 
PZPR was a mass party with, at the time of its creation, almost 1 .5 
million members. Because the PZPR was being transformed into a 
cadre party in which members had not merely to approve the party 
line but to actively help realize its policies, a close scrutiny of 
ideological and political activity was called for. Like other old 
Communists, most of the members of the generation were suspi-
cious of the ideological qualifications of their new comrades. They 
regarded party membership as an obligation and a recognition of 
one's ideological-political maturity. In their elitist perception, 
many of the new party members did not meet such standards. 
Thus, they saw the parallel processes of ideological catharsis and 
deepened maturity as a continuous necessity if the party was to 
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remain the political locomotive pushing society to its Communist 
future. Consequently, they fully supported the "Bolshevization" 
purges8 of the party, which were especially intense between 1949 
and 1 9 5 1 , and regarded the ideological schooling of new party 
members as being of crucial importance. As for themselves, their 
situation of belonging to the core of experienced party veterans 
carried the demand for vigilance and for an active contribution to 
the increased ideological maturity of the ranks as well as a reward 
in the form of respect and self-esteem. 

Although the intensity of these attitudes varied—most often 
mirroring their individual social positions as well as the climate in 
the categories to which they belonged—they were characteristic 
for a large majority of the members of the generation. At least 
at the beginning of the period, their enthusiasm, anticipation, 
and sense of participating in a historical breakthrough was over-
whelming. It was never to reach the same heights again. 

The situation of the Jewish activists was specific and slightly 
different from those belonging to the other categories. Compared 
to all the others, the new situation created at the beginning of 
Polish Stalinism carried for them one more ideological clarification 
and political objective. Until this time, they had had to cooperate, 
compromise, and bargain with the other Jewish parties acting 
within the framework of the CKZP. The Polish government's poli-
cy of facilitating Jewish emigration and the Soviet foreign policy in 
the Middle East forced them to collaborate or at least accept Zion-
ist activities and aspirations. Their relief and a turning point in the 
history of the Jewish sector came when the hopes that the USSR 
had placed in the creation of an anti-Western Jewish state were 
defeated. This was a new situation, allowing them to act in accor-
dance with their traditional ideological convictions and political in-
stincts. As one put it, "The love affair with the Zionists was over." 

The Communists' action to gain exclusive power in the Jewish 
sector followed the arguments and ideological spirit of the general 
party's denouncement of the "rightist-nationalist deviation." The 
customary interpretation of this action is most often limited to 
taking this as proof of their obedience to the general party line, 
imitating its arguments and methods. Although basically correct, 
such an approach is simplistic and faulty on at least two important 
points. First, it ignores the complexity of viewpoints within this 
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relatively large category. Of course, among the Jewish activists, 
there were people with no opinion of their own, totally obedient to 
the present party line, whatever its changes. As such unquestioning 
obedience was in itself a strong merit for promotion in the power 
structure, people of this kind were very visible in the highest lead-
ership of the Jewish sector. However, even within this highest stra-
tum, there were opinions and ambitions that differed from those 
finally imposed on the sector. Thus, they would have preferred to 
control the Jewish schools themselves and were not entirely happy 
when the state took them over in 1949-50. They were definitely 
unhappy about the government's policy to allow Jewish emigra-
tion in 1949-509 and tried not only to sabotage it by delaying and 
otherwise obstructing the issuance of documents required for exit 
applications but also to counteract it through intense antiemigra-
tion propaganda in their newspapers and at specially arranged lo-
cal meetings. Likewise, they would have preferred to retain the 
financial support of the American Joint Distribution Committee, 
when the government decided it was no longer needed. 

Thus, although the well-disciplined activists carried out the 
general party's directives in the Jewish sector, they were not mono-
lithic in their views and opinions and were often reluctant to fol-
low the directives of the top party leadership. If this was the case 
within the highest leadership, it was even more so when the cate-
gory as a whole is taken into consideration. Within the scope of 
options created by its basic ideological outlook and general polit-
ical situation, there were conflicting views and opinions, and the 
policy of the leadership was often accepted with reluctance and 
without enthusiasm. Second, and seemingly contrary to the above, 
the customary approach ignores the basic fact of the intensity and 
strength of the activists' ideological convictions. This meant that 
they not only obediently carried out the party policy designed for 
the Jewish institutions but often initiated and masterminded it, 
convincing the leadership to trust their local knowledge, accept 
their opinions, and give them carte blanche for political action. In 
addition, it must be understood that the party members active 
within the Jewish sector embraced the ideological traditions of the 
KPP (and, partly, the Luxemburgist spirit of the SDKPiL) with 
much greater intensity than the general membership of the party. 
If not for other reasons, it was simply because of the significantly 
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greater density of old, KPP-formed Communists among them than 
in the party at large. As such, they were much more reluctant to 
seek pragmatic solutions that went against ideological dogmas. In 
their milieu, there was much more ideological purity and revolu-
tionary impatience than in the party at large. 

Gomulka gave his "rightist-nationalist" speech on June 3 , 1948. 
Already on August 4 - 5 , that is, almost four weeks before the Cen-
tral Committee meeting officially condemned his political line, a 
meeting of the Communist Fraction in the CKZP took place to 
analyze the significance of the June Central Committee meeting for 
the Jewish sector. During the coming months, this meeting was 
followed by others, held at various Jewish institutions. At these 
meetings, the new party line was explained and an all-out Com-
munist offensive was prepared. The problems and needs of the 
Jewish population, it was said, should be solved not through Zion-
ist or Bundist programs but through constant and consistent class 
struggle and by applying the principles of Marxism-Leninism.10 

An important ideological signal that precluded the final Com-
munist offensive in the Jewish sector was Ilya Ehrenburg's Pravda 
article of September 2 1 , 1948. This obviously officially sanctioned 
article condemned Zionism as "mysticism," denied that there was 
any affinity between Jews of different countries, condemned Jewish 
nationalism, stressed the necessity of class struggle in the newly 
created Jewish state, and declared that Communism and not the 
bourgeois-governed State of Israel was the solution to the Jewish 
problems. For the activists, this article marked the highest Soviet 
sanction for an all-out war against Zionism. 

In this ideological climate, the activists' final offensive began 
with a conference of Jewish Communists in November 1948. This 
conference was the Jewish sector's counterpart to the party's Cen-
tral Committee meeting of August 31-September 3. It stated that 
the same deviationist disease that was found in the general party 
had also penetrated the institutions of the Jewish sector and that 
Jewish Communists had not sufficiendy opposed Zionist and Bund-
ist ideologies and policies. This conference was followed by an 
intense ideological campaign conducted in different forums by lead-
ing Jewish activists. Its main theme was the struggle against Zion-
ism, Bundism, and all forms of "Jewish nationalism." It called for 
an exclusively Communist interpretation of Jewish culture and de-
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manded exclusive Communist control over the affairs of the Jew-
ish sector. In accordance with Stalinist ideas, it pointed out that 
culture is class based and that a true national culture is only possi-
ble in Socialist countries. The aim of Jewish cultural work was 
declared to be Socialist, internationalist, and the antinationalist 
education of the Jewish population. Ideological struggle against 
Zionism and "Jewish nationalism," perceived as the reverse of 
anti-Semitism, was proclaimed as necessary to all Jewish institu-
tions. It was demanded that Jewish culture and Jewish cultural 
work be closely connected to Socialist Polish culture, seeking its 
impulses from the Soviet Union. Thus expressing a distinct tenden-
cy toward at least partial national and cultural self-negation, these 
postulates limited Jewish cultural heritage to those elements that 
could be interpreted in a Communist spirit. The rest was rejected, 
the existence of a universal Jewish community was denied in favor 
of unity with Socialist Poland, and an uncompromising struggle 
against Jewish nationalism, in general, and the competing Jewish 
parties, in particular, was declared. 

This was an all-out ideological offensive in which the spirit of 
KPP traditions was adapted to the present political situation. 
Although it was stimulated and made possible by the changes in 
the general political climate, this attack expressed the Jewish 
activists' deeply internalized ideological convictions and habits. 
They did not have to be commanded to follow this policy. Instead, 
the changed ideological climate and new political configurations 
were for them an awaited green light.11 

This was soon followed by deep and lasting political and orga-
nizational changes in the Jewish sector. Separate Jewish schools, 
which previously had been subordinated to the CKZP, were at the 
beginning of the 1949-50 school year taken into the state budget 
and soon wholly incorporated into the national school system. 
The vocational ORT schools were taken over by the state in 1950. 
Toward the end of 1949, against the wishes of the CKZP and the 
Communist activists, the American Joint Distribution Committee 
(AJDC) was ousted from Poland as part of the severing of contacts 
with the West. The Jewish welfare institutions and the Jewish 
theater, which had been operating with AJDC aid, were national-
ized. Jewish libraries were merged with non-Jewish ones, the Jew-
ish Writers Association, Jewish youth organizations, and the lands-
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manshaften were either dissolved or merged with national orga-
nizations. At the end of 1949, the Jewish cooperative movement 
Solidarnosc was merged with its Polish counterpart. After having 
been under intense ideological attack, the Bundists were made to 
retract their "rightist-nationalist tendencies" and reject their 
"separatist" program of national-cultural autonomy. Sharing the 
fate of the PPS, the Bund was dissolved on January 16, 1949, and 
some of its members admitted to the Communist party. The Zion-
ist parties and organizations were disbanded later that year. The 
Union of Jewish Religious Congregations changed its name to the 
Union of Congregations of the Mosaic Faith, and its contacts with 
Jewish organizations abroad were greatly limited. Finally, the by 
then totally Communist-dominated CKZP was in October 1950 
officially merged with the Jewish Cultural Society to form the 
TSKZ. Thus, the Jewish sector was reshaped. It was reduced and 
reconstructed beyond recognition and its remaining institutions 
placed under exclusive political and ideological Communist 
domination. From being merely a minor factor among Polish Jew-
ry, Jewish Communists were now in total command of what 
remained. 12 From their point of view, history had proved them 
right. 

A sense of triumph that dominated the members of the genera-
tion in the first Stalinist years was increasingly mixed with and 
clouded by fear and suspicion. This contradictory mixture of rev-
olutionary impatience, triumphant anticipation, anxiety, and 
dread formed the basis of an increasingly paranoid climate that 
held them in its grip until the beginnings of the thaw. 

After 1948, the Soviet attitude toward Israel and Jews changed. 
Most probably motivated by Soviet disillusionment with Israel's 
pro-Western stance, Stalin's image of Soviet Jews as politically 
unreliable,13 and purely instrumental needs, this turn was marked 
by Ehrenburg's Pravda article. The Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee, 
organized in 1942 to mobilize pro-Soviet opinion in the West, 
was dissolved, its periodical Aynikayt (Unity) terminated, and 
Yiddish schools closed. Jewish intellectuals were arrested and de-
ported and top Soviet Jewish writers and cultural leaders were 
secretly executed in 1952. Starting in 1949, an intensive campaign 
against Zionism, Jewish "nationalists," "cosmopolitans," and 
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"traitors" spread anti-Jewish suspicions over the whole Eastern 
bloc. This new climate culminated in the trial of Slânsky and his 
"anti-state center" in 1 9 5 2 - 5 3 . Of the fourteen accused, eleven 
were Jews. They were accused of serving the worldwide net of 
"Zionist centers" and, as such, responsible for treason, espionage, 
and economic sabotage of all kinds. In January 1953 , the so-called 
doctors' plot 14 was announced in Moscow. Nine prominent Mos-
cow physicians, six of whom were Jews, were arrested and accused 
of plotting to poison the Soviet leadership on orders from a 
"Zionist-imperialist" conspiracy. There were rumors about de-
tailed plans for the deportation of Jews throughout the Soviet 
bloc. 15 A pogrom was in the air. Had Stalin not died and the 
accusations been retracted, Jews, in general, and Jewish Commu-
nists, in particular, would most probably have met a terrible fate. 

In this climate, conspiracies were found everywhere. In the 
wake of the 1 9 5 1 trials of high-ranking Polish army officers, ac-
cused of preparing a coup d'état, approximately 1 ,500 officers 
were arrested for espionage. In the trials that followed in 1 9 5 1 -
1954, 9 civilians and 83 officers were convicted and sentenced (of 
the latter, 19 were sentenced to death). The previous associate of 
Gomulka, Marian Spychalski, was arrested in May 1950, and 
Gomulka himself, together with his wife, was arrested in August 
1 9 5 1 . In addition, the Polish church was attacked and accused of 
treason. Bishop Kaczmarek, detained in 195 1 and accused of 
spying for the United States, was sentenced to twelve years in pris-
on in 1953 , when nine other bishops and the head of the church, 
Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski, were also arrested. 

As previously mentioned, as the Slânsky trial was being pre-
pared in Czechoslovakia, the Polish security apparatus tried to 
connect Gomulka's rightist-nationalist deviation to the Zionist 
conspiracy. The charge against Slânsky and the others connected 
their alleged work for Noel Field,16 the American intelligence ser-
vice, and the "Zionist centers." By accusing Field of being an 
American spy, and by connecting this accusation to both Tito and 
the "Zionist conspiracy," the KGB-guided security services of the 
Eastern bloc were able to formulate a conspiracy theory that fo-
cused on prewar Communists with Western contacts, preferably 
Jewish ones. In Poland, the Field affair was originally used against 
Communists whose life histories were connected to the Spanish 
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Civil War or to Western Communist parties. Eventually, however, 
it was employed in trying to connect alleged Zionists or Trot-
skyites among Jewish Communists with Gomulka's "deviations." 
As previously mentioned, several civilian Jewish Communists were 
arrested and interrogated by Department Ten concerning their 
alleged connections to Field, Western intelligence, the Zionist and 
Trotskyite centers, and the Gomulka group. In addition, at least 
sixteen Jews, among them several high-ranking officers of the 
General Staff, were arrested and interrogated by the military 
Informacja. 1 7 As discussed earlier, remembering the dissolution of 
the KPP and fearing for their own safety, the Polish leadership 
tried to win time and obstructed the pace of preparations for the 
major trials. However, had Stalin not died and a new policy under-
taken, these preparations would certainly have led to show trials 
of highly placed Polish Communist leaders and to massive anti-
Jewish repressions. 

In this atmosphere, the nationalization of the cadres was inten-
sified. The purges in the army were continued in 1 9 5 3 - 5 4 and 
were followed by the ousting or downgrading of Jewish func-
tionaries in the party machinery and state administration. 18 In the 
Jewish sector, the security service intensified surveillance of Jewish 
institutions and persons involved in their activities. Fear, suspi-
cion, and uncertainty reigned. 

The members of the generation reacted to this situation in a 
number of similar and mutually connected ways. Uncertainty and 
fear touched them all, although the degree varied. All were con-
scious of the tensions in the air, but the degree of this conscious-
ness and the sensibility in reading the signs were clearly structured. 
The higher they were placed, the more they knew, and the more 
they knew, the more they feared. Although most of them believed 
in the factual content of the accusations, they sensed the danger 
and knew that anyone might be next. Thus, the more they feared, 
the more cautious, suspicious, and guarded they became. At the 
same time, as the intensity of Stalinist anti-Semitism rose, so too 
their need to suppress its proper interpretation and explain away 
their misgivings increased. Hence they convinced themselves and 
their comrades of the truth of these accusations. When H. Smolar, 
the chairman of the T S K Z , asked rhetorically, "Don ' t you believe 
that Jews can be spies too?" they were relieved and feverishly nodded 
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their approval. Thus, with few exceptions, they believed in the ac-
cusations against Slansky, in the conspiracy theory, and in the 
guilt of "the murderers in white aprons." They did so not only 
because they feared for their own safety. They were also defending 
their deeply rooted perception of the Communist movement and 
of their place in it. They regarded themselves as an integral part of 
the movement and perceived communism and anti-Semitism as 
totally incompatible. Had they thought the situation through and 
regarded the accusations as anti-Semitic and false, the whole sys-
tem of their convictions would have been shattered. Hence, they 
suppressed this interpretation of the climate and the events, prefer-
ring to keep their faith. 

This mixture of fear and trust, belief and suppressed suspicion, 
guardedness and devotedness resulted in a characteristic mode of 
response, best discernible in cases where its intensity reached a 
peak. One type of response was the feverish need to demonstrate, 
both to oneself and to others, one's faith and loyalty. This could be 
done by joining the chorus and excelling in the hymns of trust and 
fidelity. Such a reaction must have been at work when one of 
them, an important ideologist of this period, writing in the theoret-
ical party organ, repeated with a particular intensity charges 
against "the terrorist gang of physicians-poisoners in the service of 
the imperialist intelligence service," most of whom "were con-
nected to the international Jewish bourgeois-nationalist organiza-
tion the Joint, an agency of American ^intelligence." He called 
Slansky and those accused at his trial "the Trotskyite, Titoite, 
and Zionist gang of spies and saboteurs" whose trial "unmasked 
Zionism as an agent of American imperialism." In his view, Zion-
ism was spreading "nationalism and cosmopolitanism through 
espionage and diversion, up to the point of assassinating promi-
nent leaders of the people." 1 9 Another, parallel type of response 
was a reinforced ethnic self-negation, as a result of which the assim-
ilationist tendency was radically intensified. In the Jewish sector, 
this self-negation took form in Socialist-patriotic declarations and 
repeated denials of any separate, universal Jewish identity. Still 
another related response was the desire to decrease Jewish visibi-
lity. Present on all levels, this tactic was encouraged from the high-
est sources, as when Jakub Berman asked Jews to keep a low pro-
file. It was symbolically highlighted when Zachariasz, in meetings 
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with Jewish activists in 1952, asked the Jews who worked in the 
cooperatives together with non-Jews to leave their positions on 
behalf of the latter, so as not to incite the rising anti-Semitism. 
(This, incidentally, met a certain resistance among the rank and 
file, who in private conversations ridiculed this demand, trans-
forming it in Yiddish to the slogan, "Chaverim, leygt avek di 
tekyes," Comrades, put away your briefcases.) Finally, in several 
cases, those in charge of central or local official structures re-
sponded by eagerly attempting to prove their impartiality and to 
defend their positions by purging other Jews. 

The anomalous consequences of this situation were highlighted 
by the predicament of those who were themselves hit by the secret 
service witch hunt. Their position was completely impossible. 
They were utterly devoted to the system and the ideology on which 
it was founded. They regarded the people who interrogated them, 
at least in their official capacity, as their comrades and shared their 
determination to defend the system against its enemies. In their 
perception, they and their interrogators shared the same vision 
and convictions. Moreover, as a rule, the victims shared their 
tormentors' siege mentality, their beleaguered fortress world view, 
and their belief in the basic correctness of the conspiracy perspec-
tive on which the accusations against them were formed. Hence, 
they agreed to almost everything, with one exception: they knew 
themselves to be innocent. 

It was a tragedy, much more complex than the situation of the 
anti- or non-Communist victims of these prosecutions. For the im-
prisoned, interrogated Communist it was necessary in some way 
to reconcile being a tortured victim with the fact of sharing one's 
victimizers' motives and convictions, lest one go crazy. There were 
only two ways in which this could be done: either by interpreting 
one's situation as the result of a terrible mistake or as a plot by the 
enemy. The former interpretation gave more hope. Such people 
answered the questions the best they could, writing endless reports 
about past events, hoping that the truth would finally prevail and 
the mistake would be clarified. The latter interpretation could be 
used when the former could not explain their situation anymore. It 
opened dark perspectives but still filled an important interpretive 
function. These explanations of an otherwise unacceptable situa-
tion saved one from an ideological breakdown and the necessity of 
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reevaluating the most fundamental convictions. For some, it might 
mean the sole possibility of staying sane: they would not have been 
able to admit that the system with which they unreservedly iden-
tified was fundamentally evil. Thus, for instance, when the hope of 
interpreting this situation as a simple mistake failed, one respon-
dent, a highly placed army officer, constructed a detailed inter-
pretation of the reasons for his predicament by explaining it as a 
conspiracy of British intelligence. According to this theory, British 
intelligence had planted evidence against him and others as part of 
a plot to weaken the Communist core of the army. Although this 
theory did not save him from further interrogations, it rescued his 
basic world view and peace of mind. Even when the methods grew 
surprisingly painful and harsh, when the goal of forcing one to 
admit uncommitted crimes and to frame others became clear, and 
when the perception of being unjustly treated by methods that 
contradicted the Communist ethos came forth, the basic ideologi-
cal convictions stayed untounched.20 Thus, the holy madness 
triumphed, even in the prison cells. 

The characteristic atmosphere in which the members of the gen-
eration lived during the Stalinist years strongly affected their 
identity, attitudes, and perceptions. The result of the policies and 
climate of the period, and of their intense anticipation, anxieties, 
and tensions, was a merciless attitude to actual, potential, and 
fabricated enemies, paranoid suspiciousness, unswerving ideolog-
ical discipline, and obedience up to the point of self-deception. 
Coupled with their anticipation of the Communist millennium, 
their dynamic social perspective, which conceptualized society as a 
sum of relations in a continuous process of teleological change, 
was sharpened with an intensity that produced a perception of 
social change as totally overshadowing the actual present state of 
society. What actually existed was much less important than what 
would exist tomorrow. The present was seen as important only 
insofar as it led to the realization of revolutionary goals, and the 
hidden mechanisms of change appeared more real and much more 
important than the present lives, joys, and sorrows of common 
men and women. They regarded the party as the collective person-
ification of the progressive forces of history and, regarding them-
selves as its servants, expressed a specific kind of teleological-
deductive dogmatism, revolutionary haughtiness, and moral am-
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biguity. In addition, there was the prosaic factor of the former 
outsiders and underdogs who had now in many cases attained 
great, previously unthinkable careers. The power, status, and 
privileges that followed such careers had two effects. First, to a 
varying degree, they had an unavoidably corrupting influence, 
causing the former champions of social justice to guard their per-
sonal advantage. Second, they projected their own personal rise up 
the social ladder onto society as a whole (or, at least, on its work-
ers, peasants, and progressive intelligentsia), which caused them to 
confuse their own personal promotion and the corresponding 
satisfaction with that of all the people. On top of all this came the 
increasing suspiciousness, fear for personal safety, and need to al-
ways be on guard. In short, their perception of the world and 
themselves in it reached an anomalous peak. 

No doubt, the degree of anomaly in this development varied 
between different categories and the individuals within them. 
Doubtless, also, they shared this development with their non-
Jewish old Communist comrades. There is reason to believe, 
however, that the generation's cultural background, intensely 
cultivated ideological interests, and doctrinaire sophistication pro-
duced stronger messianic anticipations and tensions or, in short, a 
higher sensitivity to the dark spell of that period. 

This anomalous development also affected their judgment 
about their own situation. During these years, which in the begin-
ning seemed to be the approaching fulfillment of their vision, there 
were also the first signs of their coming defeat. These signs were 
not perceived for what they really were, and the misgivings that 
resulted from them were for the most part suppressed or denied. 
However, paralleling their individual sociopolitical position, the 
fear of being accused of "cosmopolitanism" or "Jewish national-
ism" bred a premonition of a particular exposure, of not really 
being treated as an integral and equal part of the Communist core. 
Although counteracted by their deeply rooted convictions and pre-
vious emotional investment, these misgivings about being singled 
out and not wholly accepted marked the beginnings of a defensive-
ness that was to grow during the coming years. 

Despite their Soviet experience, they regarded Stalin as the lead-
er of the Communist movement and the USSR not only as its un-
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questioned center and source of strength but also as the model for 
building a Communist society. When did their previous deter-
mination to do it better than the Soviets disappear? The answer is 
unclear, but some directions can be pointed out. First, although 
initially inspired by this ambition, they were restricted by their 
doctrinaire faithfulness and, also, shaped by their limiting experi-
ence of prewar underground activity and the Soviet odyssey. Thus, 
they never had a clear picture of what this "better way" should 
look like. Where were they to look for a model? The only alterna-
tive to the Stalinist model was Gomulka's "Polish way to social-
ism." However, this model was ideologically discredited and 
politically defeated. Second, this initially authentic ambition must 
have been considerably weakened in confrontation with the fun-
damentally anti-Communist Polish society. Most probably, this 
confrontation reinforced alienation and perceptions of estrange-
ment on the part of all convinced prewar Communists. Besides the 
specific Communist hostility toward non-Communist society, this 
alienation must have led them not only to view the USSR in terms 
of realpolitik, that is, as the absolutely indispensable guarantor of 
their power but also the Soviet model as the only realistic method 
for transforming a society that did not want to be transformed. As 
they were consumed by their revolutionary impatience, in this con-
frontation with a reluctant society, administrative measures and 
coercion seemed the only way to quickly produce seemingly stable 
results. Third, there was the deeply rooted fear of Soviet might and 
the paralyzing fright that deadened all independent, creative 
sociopolitical initiative. Finally, there was the cold war and the 
perception of being surrounded by a hostile Western world that 
excluded any possibility of experimenting with some of its 
methods. Thus, even if real, this ambition "to do it better" was 
doomed to remain an unclear emotional wish rather than a mature 
intellectual construct. 

The anti-Jewish Stalinist propaganda that was fostered through-
out the entire Eastern bloc was less intense in Poland than else-
where. This was probably due to the composition of the core of 
the Polish party and its ideological roots in prewar party tradi-
tions. Those members of the generation who became victims of the 
security apparatus were relatively few. In Poland, there were no 
anti-Jewish show trials, and the purges took place quietly. 
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Moreover, the purges were not carried out in a thorough way and, 
on the whole, resulted in transfer or downgrading rather than in 
the systematic ousting of Jews from the official bureaucracy. 

Toward the end of the period, however, the members of the 
generation found themselves in an increasingly dangerous situa-
tion. Stalin's death and the subsequent thaw saved them not only 
from the danger of repression and social degradation but also 
from the overwhelming peril of psychological anomalies and 
moral degeneration. However, this development was also to deprive 
them of their intense zeal and of much of their ideological illu-
sions. In the period that was to follow, their convictions were de-
flowered, and their new hopes were frustrated. 



Chapter Fifteen 

The Thaw and After 

For most members of the generation, the thaw meant a sudden 
awakening from the trance of the holy madness. It was full of 
shocking realizations as well as new hopes and frustrations. 

The thaw began with Stalin's death and culminated in the Polish 
October of 1956. The rigidly dogmatic views of the past melted 
away, revealing the human suffering, unworthy practices, and lies. 
From behind the intoxicating smoke of messianic anticipation, a 
real society, with its sorrows and problems, appeared and the ne-
cessity of reinterpreting the past and redefining the future became 
apparent. Thus, with dramatically opened eyes, the generation be-
gan a réévaluation of their past careers, beliefs, and convictions. 

The thaw and the events that followed formed an important 
shared experience for the members of the generation. These de-
velopments largely determined their attitudes and positions during 
their last years in Poland. 

Stalin died on March 5, 1953. The revelations about the actual 
content of his years in power resulted in changed perspectives and 
practices, or in de-Stalinization. In Poland, de-Stalinization was a 
gradual process in which the Polish leadership, to begin with, 
merely followed Soviet developments, slowly and with delay. At 
the same time, however, the gradually introduced modifications 
and the increased margin for criticism generated a broad move-
ment for change. 

The changes in the USSR which brought the thaw began with 
the denunciation of one-man rule and the principle of collective 
leadership that replaced it. Following the elimination of the head 
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of the security service, L. Beria, these changes were accompanied 
by the restraining of police power and an emphasis on Socialist 
legality. This was followed by the reconciliation with Yugoslavia 
(1955) and Khrushchev's violent attack on Stalin at the Twentieth 
Congress of the Soviet party in February 1956. 

The principle of collective leadership was soon accepted by the 
Polish party,1 but it did not affect its style of leadership or the 
content of its policies. Widespread dissatisfaction with a low liv-
ing standard and the lack of food forced the party to shift the 
weight of investment to consumer goods, housing, and agriculture. 
As a step in this direction (but without stepping back from the goal 
of collectivizing agriculture), the party promised concessions and 
support for private farming.2 By raising the threat of a further 
offensive against the kulaks, the party's new thesis of the parallel 
development of individual and collective agriculture was half-
hearted and did not produce any significant change. Of greater 
significance was curbing the prerogatives of the security appara-
tus. Reacting to the previous situation in which the security ser-
vices came to strongly dominate the party apparatus, by the end of 
1953 , the party had organized a comprehensive network for the 
supervision of the security service, turning it back into its instru-
ment. 

The main event in official political life prior to October 1956 
was the second party congress on March 1 0 - 1 6 , 1954. This was 
the first to occur since the unification of the PPS and the PPR. 
Taking place after the first four years of the Six-Year Plan and on 
the sixtieth anniversary of the first SDKPiL congress, it was meant 
to mark the ideological roots and continuity of the PZPR, evaluate 
the progress of previous years, and set the goals for the remaining 
years of the plan. The congress reelected the party's old leadership 
and fully confirmed the basic assumptions on which their policies 
were founded.3 Thus, whether because of insecurity regarding the 
future course of Soviet policy, an inability to modify its ideological 
perspectives, or an unwillingness to abandon established practices, 
in all essentials the Polish party followed its old footsteps. Stalin 
was dead, but Poland still lived in the grips of Stalinism. 

Change was soon to come, however. While the party leadership 
kept its old ways, increasing dissatisfaction was felt in the ranks. 
The general background to this change was the increasing realiza-
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tion of the Soviet party's permanent alteration of the Stalinist line. 
More directly, this was brought about by the dramatic disclosures 
made by Jozef Swiatlo, the security service official who defected to 
the West at the end of 1953. In a series of Radio Free Europe 
broadcasts in 1954 (and in a pamphlet dropped by balloons over 
Poland in 1955), he described the elite's luxurious life-style and 
corruption. Swiatlo also disclosed the role and operation of the 
security apparatus, its domination over the party, and its infiltra-
tion by Soviet agents. He put responsibility on Poland's highest 
party officials, whom he accused of functioning as Soviet agents.4 

Swiatlo's disclosures caused consternation in the party leader-
ship and accelerating ferment in the ranks. In the wake of this, 
the ministry of public security was dissolved in December 1954 
and its functions divided between the ministry of internal affairs 
and a new committee for public security. The unlawful activities of 
the security apparatus were denounced and condemned at a Cen-
tral Committee meeting in January 1955.5 Gomulka and his 
associates were quitely released, and several officials of the security 
service lost their jobs and were expelled from the party. Some were 
arrested and tried. The tensions within the party grew as more of 
its ranks expressed disillusionment with past policies and a desire 
to try new ones. As the disoriented coercive apparatus loosened its 
grip and censorship relaxed, ever-present fear and unquestioning 
obedience were replaced by a demand for change. This was best 
articulated by the intellectuals and students in and outside the 
party. In a short time, more than two hundred discussion clubs6 de-
veloped into forums for free political debate. The ferment among 
young people found expression in the weekly magazine Po Prostu, 
the organ of the previously totally obedient Union of Polish 
Youth. In the hands of some of its activists, Po Prostu developed in 
1955-56 into a major voice for social and political criticism and 
demands for liberal reform. A new description of the reality hid-
den behind the slogans of the previous period and the criticism 
made by party intellectuals of the leadership's failure to live up to 
Communist ideals were dramatically articulated in the "Poemat 
Dla Doroslych" (Poem for Adults). Written by former Stalinist and 
well-known Communist writer Adam Wazyk, it created a sensa-
tion and was taken as a sign of coming change. Thus, before the 
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Polish leaders assembled at the Twentieth Congress of the Soviet 
party in February 1956, there was a rapidly developing movement 
for change within the PZPR. 

Khrushchev's "secret speech," with its total condemnation of 
Stalin and Stalinism, launched a revolution within the Polish party. 
The shocking facts revealed in this speech and its implicit call to 
reject the revolutionary methods of social transformation in favor 
of less coercive and more evolutionary ones made it apparent that 
the highest leadership had to be removed and policies changed. 
The sudden death of Bierut7 during the Moscow congress facili-
tated these changes. When Khrushchev, who was present at the 
Polish Central Committee meeting of March 20, 1956, made it 
clear that Roman Zambrowski was unacceptable because of his 
Jewish origin,8 Edward Ochab, who still opposed Gomulkaism, 
was elected as the Polish party's new first secretary. The release 
from prison of several former Communist officials was followed 
by a massive amnesty at the end of April, in which approximately 
30,000 people were freed.9 Jakub Berman and Stanislaw Rad-
kiewicz, the former head of the ministry of public security, were 
removed from the government and the Politburo, and there were 
widespread purges throughout the ranks of the security apparatus. 
General frustration and discontent exploded in the form of battles 
between workers and the police in Poznan at the end of June. The 
two-day riot, in which fifty-three died and the local party appara-
tus melted away, strengthened internal divisions in the party, 
threatened its unity, and exposed the need for radical change if the 
party was to regain an inner consensus and appease society at 
large. 

The two competing factions in the party leadership came to be 
known as the Pulawska group and the Natolin group (although 
they called each other the Jews and the Boors). 10 The Natolin 
group consisted of strongly pro-Soviet, mostly second-rank party 
leaders who wanted to replace the present, discredited leadership 
and restore new order to the party and society at large. It sought to 
strengthen party discipline and curb the pace and shape of reform 
so as not to exceed that of the Soviet party. Seeking to discredit the 
old leadership and secure support in the middle and lower party 
ranks, the Natolinians excelled in anti-Semitic attacks. In addition, 
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most probably for tactical reasons, they also demanded the read-
mission of Gomulka to party leadership. 

In the Pulawska group, there were several party leaders of Jew-
ish origin who had spent the war in the USSR. Several were former 
Stalinists who, either because of ideological disillusionment or for 
opportunistic reasons, now called for far-reaching liberalization. 
The Pulawska group advocated a more independent stand in rela-
tion to the Soviet party but was hesitant to return Gomulka to 
leadership. The Pulawska group represented and was allied with 
the party intelligentsia. Having good relations with the reform-
minded press but lacking a clear program of its own, the Pulawska 
group was mainly united through its opposition to the Natoli-
nians. 

With Soviet support and under the leadership of Politburo 
member Zenon Nowak, the Natolinians tried to transform the 
reformist mood into a programmatic anti-Jewish purge. At the 
Central Committee plenum in July 1956, Nowak launched an 
aggressive anti-Semitic and anti-intellectual attack on the democ-
ratization movement, which, according to him, aimed at leading 
Poland away from socialism and endangered relations with the 
USSR. Nowak singled out several Stalinists of Jewish origin and 
placed on them the responsibility for past failures and repression. 
He claimed there were too many Jews in key positions. Such a 
personnel policy, he maintained, "makes people hate Jews and 
mistrust the party. The Jews estrange people from the party and 
from the Soviet Union; national feelings have been offended, and it 
is the duty of the party to adjust to the demands so that Poles, not 
Jews, hold the top positions in Poland." Denying that this was 
anti-Semitic, he called for a "national regulation of cadres" that, 
according to him, would also remove the major cause of anti-
Semitism.11 This was strongly condemned by the Pulawska group, 
which, however, still opposed Gomulka's return to power and 
maintained his alleged rightist-nationalist deviation. 

None of the groups succeeded in winning a decisive victory, and 
the party remained greatly divided. As social unrest intensified, 
with intellectuals calling for far-reaching democratization, the 
spontaneous rise of workers' councils, and the call by young activ-
ists for the radical reorganization of the Union of Polish Youth, it 
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became clear that unless dramatic changes were introduced, the 
paralyzed and disintegrating party would lose control. Thus, the 
Pulawska group rallied behind the attempts to bring Gomulka 
back to power and the massmedia did its part by building up his 
image as a defender of Polish interests. 

From the point of view of all factions, Gomulka was really the 
only possible choice. He had an old party record and could be 
trusted to defend basic ideological and political principles. He was 
also the only party leader widely known to have opposed and be 
victimized by the hated Stalinist rulers. Thus, when Hilary Mine, 
the last prominent Stalinist, was forced to resign from the Polit-
buro, Edward Ochab, supported by both the Pulawska and the 
Natolin factions, began talks with Gomulka. The atmosphere was 
extremely tense. There was widespread fear of Soviet military 
intervention,12 possibly in response to the Natolin faction's call for 
help and anxious rumors about a coup d'etat being planned by the 
Natolinians. According to these rumors, the Natolinians had pre-
pared a list of 700 liberals, among them several Jewish party activ-
ists and intellectuals, to be detained in connection with the coup. 1 3 

As reports of Soviet troop movements began to come in, Warsaw's 
party committee started arming students and workers and contact-
ing loyal army units in preparation for the defense of the capital. 
The Central Committee assembled on October 19. After having 
admitted Gomulka and his associates Kliszko, Spychalski, and 
Loga-Sowinski and accepting the resignation of the entire Polit-
buro, the meeting was interrupted by the dramatic news that the 
highest Soviet leadership was on its way to Warsaw. 14 

Poland was saved from a Hungarian fate and a new course was 
established during this day and the next. Rejecting threats and 
accusations, the Polish leadership succeeded in persuading 
Khrushchev that Gomulka could be relied on and that the re-
forms were not intended to threaten the Communist system in Po-
land or Soviet interests there. The outcome of Gomulka's long talk 
with Khrushchev—along with the determination shown by the 
people of Warsaw—was that some changes were accepted by the 
Soviet leaders. Generally speaking, Gomulka's relatively moderate 
program, as presented in his speech to the Central Committee, 
included abandoning the compulsory collectivization of agricul-
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ture, the democratization of the party and its separation from the 
state administration (combined, however, with retained party su-
premacy and control), a pledged faithfulness to Socialist principles 
and to the USSR, paired with the desire for a larger measure of 
national independence. Gomulka was unanimously elected as the 
new party first secretary, and, despite support from the Natolin 
group, Rokossowski, the Soviet general and Polish minister of de-
fense, was not reelected to the Politburo.15 Liberals and, indeed, 
the whole nation were drunk with enthusiasm, seeing Gomulka as 
a symbol of renewal, a hero of Polish independence, and the 
guarantor of far-reaching democratic change. 

As subsequent developments were to show, this was a mistaken 
view. In the atmosphere of general euphoria, no one appeared to 
listen to what Gomulka was actually saying. What he really in-
tended to do was to stop compulsory collectivization, to ensure 
legality in the party and in civil life, and to assure the Polish party's 
autonomous right to work out its own solutions to Poland's inter-
nal problems. He never really promised and certainly never in-
tended to fulfill the liberals' desires or, once the Polish party's in-
ternal autonomy was granted, to lessen the bonds with the USSR. 
Gomulka was granted relatively large concessions16 by the Soviet 
party in return for restoring and guaranteeing order. He was soon 
to stabilize the situation, that is, to pacify the population, to place 
the press under tighter ideological reins, and to silence reformist 
demands.17 Thus, the Polish October was not only the high point 
of the thaw but also the beginning of its end. The dream of 
"socializm z ludzkim obliczetn" (socialism with a human face) was 
to remain a dream. 

When the hopes raised by the thaw were defeated and Gomul-
ka's normalization firmly established, the generation began the 
last part of its journey toward existential defeat. Inherent in the 
generation's entire postwar situation, the seeds of defeat were 
fertilized by the ideological-political outcome of the thaw. While 
reformist leaders were gradually ousted and their ideological in-
fluence energetically put down, a large segment of the Natolin 
political platform, including its anti-Semitism, was assimilated 
into the party's attitudes and practices. This was highlighted in 
the subsequent rise of the heirs of the Natolinians, the so-called 
partisans. But this was yet to come. 
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The dramatic events of these years constituted the framework 
within which the generation's experience of the thaw took place. 
It began with Stalin's death. The long years of his reign, which 
spanned their entire politically active lives, and the deeply inter-
nalized cult of his person meant that they—along with other Com-
munists throughout the world—regarded him as the embodiment 
of the October revolution, the Soviet Union, and the victory 
against Hitler. Although they knew he was only mortal, he gained 
superhuman characteristics as a feared and worshiped leader and a 
symbol of the Communist movement. Thus, for most, his death 
was greeted with shock. At the same time, they were deeply re-
lieved by the announcement on April 4 which dismissed all allega-
tions against the Kremlin doctors. 

At this time, Communists with a prewar party record, among 
whom the members of the generation were well represented, still 
constituted the trusted core of the party. Out of the 1 ,277 dele-
gates to the second party congress in 1954, over one-fourth had 
been members of the prewar Communist movement and over one-
fifth had been political prisoners.18 Had it not been for the stream 
of revelations that were to come, most probably they would have 
continued to nourish their convictions without any substantial 
changes for quite some time. 

But this was not to be. The Swiatlo revelations, the resulting 
dissolution of the ministry of public security, the Central Commit-
tee's denunciation of its practices, the feverish discussions in the 
party and in society at large, and, above all, Khrushchev's secret 
speech were all paralleled by an accelerating consciousness of los-
ing one's most sacred beliefs, of having been wronged and de-
ceived. As one respondent put it, "It was like an earthquake, like if 
one went mad. We had trusted in criminals!" The shock was so 
strong that at first, some simply could not believe it. They had 
placed their hopes in the name of the highest ideals and actively 
participated in a system in which the most terrible crimes had been 
committed. 

Seen in this light, many events received a new, terrifying mean-
ing. Some of the current reinterpretations, however, were bitter-
sweet. The most important was the official rehabilitation of the 
KPP. On February 1 8 , 1 9 5 6 , at the Twentieth Congress of the Soviet 
party, a commission composed of representatives of the Soviet, Ita-
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lian, Bulgarian, Finnish, and Polish parties issued a communiqué 
fully rehabilitating the KPP and describing the accusations 
against it as false. Thus, the revolutionary youth of the genera-
tion had been rehabilitated. At the same time, however, all those 
who had faithfully accepted the official explanation of the dis-
solution of the KPP were proven tragically wrong. Thinking 
about the past, many felt they had sinned. Others were frightened 
by the intensity of the condemnations and by the possibility of 
having to pay for their former beliefs and actions. Thus, to varying 
degrees, they were shocked, angry, repentant, scared, and humili-
ated. Most of all, this situation meant the fear of losing the very 
foundations on which an entire world view and self-perception 
was established. 

This was a deep existential crisis that left no possibility to 
escape the necessity of reinterpreting the past and deciding the 
course of the future. In addition to all the puzzling moral and po-
litical questions confronting all Communists, the members of the 
generation had to confront one more: the question of past and 
present anti-Semitism. Convinced as they were that anti-Semitism 
had no place in a Communist party and in a Communist-governed 
society, they—most especially the Jewish Jews—were shocked by 
the revelations about the liquidation of Jewish culture in the 
USSR.19 All were shaken by the accusation that placed the entire 
blame for Stalinist practices in Poland on Jewish Communists 
(which those higher up knew to be a campaign initiated and sup-
ported by Soviet intelligence) and by the apparent anti-Semitism of 
the Natolin group and of Khrushchev himself, as symbolized in his 
widely repeated Warsaw remark, "You have already too many 
Abramoviches."20 Of course, they were also deeply shaken by the 
negative impact of the thaw on their own or their comrades' social 
position through anti-Jewish purges or downgrading transfers in 
the security service, the army, the party apparatus, and state ad-
ministration. 

As described earlier, the result was that the policemen were 
essentially eliminated and the soldiers were greatly diminished, 
while some of the apparatchiks and administrators were purged 
and some were transferred to less important positions. When com-
pared to what was to come, anti-Semitic expressions in the party 



The Thaw and After 173 

ranks and in society at large were limited. Lacking definite official 
sanction and counteracted by the still influential Pulawska group, 
the Natolin propaganda had only limited effect. However, the fre-
quency and intensity of the anti-Jewish mood clearly surpassed 
anything that had happened since 1947. There were several in-
stances of Jews being beaten up, intimidated, and abused in the 
streets, their places of work, and their homes. There were also 
frequent cases of anti-Semitic leaflets being distributed at local 
party meetings and of party members urging Jews who had 
changed their names to "uncover" themselves. Several Jewish 
craftsmen, clerks, and workers were dismissed from their jobs 
under various pretexts, and some Jewish managers in industry and 
trade were chased out. "Uncovered" Jewish children were mobbed 
and anti-Jewish slogans painted on walls. These incidents grew so 
alarming that at one point, in April 1957 , the Central Committee 
found itself compelled to issue a letter to all party committees con-
demning anti-Semitism (and, at the same time, urging Jewish com-
rades to "stand against propaganda and against an unjustified 
atmosphere of panic fanned by Jewish nationalist elements").21 

These anti-Jewish moods were fought with great energy by the 
intellectuals and the Pulawska-allied, liberal press,22 which 
connected anti-Semitism to Stalinist attempts to obstruct de-
mocratization and reform. In all its complicated aspects, this 
situation formed the background to the general reaction of the 
remaining Jewish community and to the primary responses of the 
generation. 

As emigration was again permitted, the majority of the general 
Jewish community reacted to this situation with their feet. Be-
tween 1956 and 1959, approximately 50,000 Jews left Poland,23 

mostly for Israel, reducing Polish Jewry to some 3o,ooo.24 About 
one-third of these emigrants were those who just shortly before 
had come back to Poland, the result of the second repatriation that 
Gomulka had negotiated with the Soviets.25 After their years in the 
USSR, they were only too happy to move as far away from the 
Soviet sphere of influence as possible. In addition, a large propor-
tion were those born in what was once the Russian partition terri-
tories and, for twenty years after the First World War, the Polish 
eastern borderlands. These people had only a limited affiliation 
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with postwar Poland and its culture. Most of the emigrants, 
however, were people who, after the war, had decided against 
emigration and for binding their lives with the new Poland. Many 
had joined the party and participated in the new system with the 
intensity of converts. For them, emigration was a bitter recogni-
tion of failure. Their embitterment was reinforced by the circum-
stances under which their emigration took place. They were forced 
to follow regulations that did not apply to others. As a rule, these 
emigrants had to renounce their Polish citizenship and were pro-
vided with travel documents depriving them of the right to return. 
Unlike Polish Germans, for instance, who were allowed to emi-
grate to Germany, they had to cover their travel costs in foreign 
currency and pay high custom dues on their personal belongings. 
These people left Poland with a bitter sense of disillusionment and 
failure. 

Although some emigrated, and more—particularly the Jewish 
Jews and the common people—considered the possibility of 
emigration, the majority of the generation was determined to stay. 
There is a contemporary Polish-Jewish joke that illustrates this de-
termination and its ideological basis. "Who would stay in Poland 
if the country opened its borders and let out all those who wished 
to emigrate? Only Jews who want to prove they are not Zionists." 
Emigration would mean giving up most of their fundamental con-
victions, admitting that their vision of emancipation had been 
wrong and that their Zionist competitors had been right; hence, it 
was out of the question. But their attitudes toward emigration and 
their perceptions of those who left varied with social position and 
perception of the thaw. Generally speaking, the lower they were 
on the social ladder, the gentler the attitude and the deeper the 
understanding of the motives of those who left, including those 
few who were their old comrades. Despite their sympathy, with 
regard to the latter, most decried emigration as an expression of 
resignation and lost hope. However, some of the apparatchiks saw 
emigration as a necessary means to decrease Jewish visibility and, 
in their opinion, the corresponding anti-Semitic tension. Others 
simply did not want to be linked with anything Jewish and pre-
tended the exodus had nothing to do with them. At the same time, 
although such people appear to have thought that emigration 
might have a favourable effect on their own positions—and on the 
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society's positive attitude toward the policies of October now 
threatened by the Natolinians—they condemned their departing 
comrades. Seeing it from still another angle, the Jewish activists 
were unhappy with emigration, both on principle and because 
they saw it as weakening their own institutions, which with re-
newed American-Jewish financial assistance were now experienc-
ing a revival. Condemning chauvinism and anti-Semitism as incon-
sistent with socialism and manipulated for political purposes by 
the enemies of reform, most of the intellectuals and ideologists 
decried emigration, especially that of Communists. 

Rejecting the possibility of emigration, the generation re-
sponded to the thaw and its aftermath in another way. There were 
two basic reactions to the outcome of this period: increasing res-
ignation, disillusionment, and opportunism, on one hand, and a 
more or less constant desire for revision and reform, on the other. 
But these responses were interlaced, not mutually exclusive, and 
varied according to the career one had followed and individual 
differences. Moreover, they formed gradually, as the outcome of 
processes focused around the main messages of this period. These 
main messages were the revelations about the past, its condemna-
tion, the popular thrust for reform, and the subsequent curbing of 
ideological unrest. In the perception of the generation, these mes-
sages were successively recognized and reacted to, gradually lead-
ing to shared responses. 

Their basic initial reaction to the revelations about the past in-
volved a mixture of shame and guilt. In this were the roots of an 
urge to reevaluate the past and, still embracing its goals, to find 
new ways for achieving them. In other words, here were the roots 
of the revisionist temptation. Further, the unanimous condemna-
tion of past practices and their perpetrators resulted in a desire for 
both personal rehabilitation and the rehabilitation of the Com-
munist vision. This meant a reinforcement of revisionist ambitions 
and a personal commitment to carry them out. At the same time, 
however, the condemnation of the past generated varying degrees 
of ideological defensiveness and fear for one's own position. The 
third cornerstone of this period's experience, the popular thrust 
for something new, was a many-faceted phenomenon. It included 
not only Communist attempts at reform but also a tremendous 
increase in the church's ideological influence, in deeply rooted 
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anticommunism, and in a nationalism that under Polish conditions 
was bound to reinforce anti-Semitism. In the party, it also in-
cluded the Natolinian attempt to explain the political past by 
blaming Jewish Communists and the demands for a numerus 
clausus in the party and state administration. Thus, while one re-
sult of this thrust for renewal was the further strengthening of 
their wish to reform the system, another was the fear of uncon-
trolled development and a desire to combat some of its aspects. As 
one put it, "We were for de-Stalinization and renewal, not for de-
communization." Finally, the main outcome of Gomulka's suc-
cessful attempt to curb revisionist enthusiasm was an increasing 
resignation, disillusionment, and opportunism, on one hand, 
and the partly subdued but not wholly extinguished hope for re-
form, on the other. 

The crystallization of these responses was a process structured 
in time. Its first phase of discovery and reorientation began with 
the repercussions of the Swiatlo revelations in 1954 and reached a 
peak shortly after Khrushchev's speech in 1956. During this phase, 
their anticipation of a socioeconomic denouement was crushed, 
but new hopes began to sprout almost immediately. The second 
phase of this development was marked by reformist enthusiasm. 
This slowly began to take form in the previous phase, reaching its 
peak before the party was "normalized" by the purges, downgrad-
ings, and transfers. Retaining Communist goals for socioeconomic 
change, the thrust for reform represented an attempt to revise the 
program for Communist transformation along more humane, 
democratic, and liberal lines. This program of giving the process a 
"human face" meant exchanging the revolutionary method of so-
cial transformation, with its implied coercion, for a gradual evolu-
tion based on minimum compulsion and maximum human rights. 
The beginning of the third phase, that of frustrated reformist 
hopes, was symbolically marked by the Central Committee in May 
1957 , at which Gomulka focused his offensive against the "re-
visionist threat" on party intellectuals as symbolized by Leszek 
Kolakowski, and by the October 1957 ban on Po Prostu. By the 
end of 1958, it had become increasingly clear that the reformers' 
hopes were not going to be realized. Although the leadership's 
ideological struggle against the ghost of revisionism was to con-
tinue long after the reformist thrust was politically defeated, the 
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final lessons of the period took definite shape at the end of the 
1950s , paving the way for the "normalization" of the 1960s. 

All the intermediary reactions that led to these conclusions were 
neither clear-cut nor mutually exclusive. Instead, they were inter-
laced, with portions of the various ingredients cutting across and 
varying in intensity between the different individuals and catego-
ries. All were there: the trumped-up excuses and the authentic desire 
for personal repentance; the political opportunism and intensive 
longing for the revival of the vision; the egoistic concern for social 
position and the unselfish enthusiasm. 

It is extremely difficult to determine the degree of personal 
sincerity, as opposed to selfish opportunism, in the individual 
cases. At one extreme were those who went as far as to leave the 
party in a demonstrative act of protest. Although they subsequent-
ly were tamed and, more or less resigned, joined the party again, 
during the thaw, they represented an intense expression of repen-
tance and a passionate belief in the necessity of renewal. At the 
other extreme were those who joined the chorus of calls for renew-
al in order simply to retain their position. Although it appears that 
there was an impressive proportion of genuineness and enthusi-
asm throughout the categories, both types of behavior were present 
in each and every one. There were some important differences, 
however. It would appear that the intellectuals and ideologists, the 
Jewish Jews, and the common men were as a rule more deeply 
shocked by the revelations of the thaw and more sincere in their 
enthusiasm for reform than the others. At the same time, it 
appears that the degree of sincerity within the categories paralleled 
an individual's social position: the lower the rung, the more evi-
dent the sincerity. Leaving the question of sincerity aside and con-
sidering instead the relative force of reformist demands when they 
reached their peak, a somewhat different picture appears, indicat-
ing that enthusiasm was more intense among the intellectuals and 
ideologists and the top strata of the apparatchiks and administra-
tors than among the others. 

The complexity of this picture can be demonstrated in the case 
of the Pulawska group and its perception by the generation. The 
leading members of the Pulawska group were old-time Stalinists. 
However authentic in their reformist fervor, in individual cases, 
their conversion was undoubtedly mixed with political expediency 
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and self-interest. Further, it is not entirely certain that some Jewish 
members of the Pulawska group would not have joined the Natoli-
nians, had not the latter's anti-Semitism excluded such a possi-
bility. In any case and for whatever reasons, the Pulawska group 
became the spokesmen for liberal reform. It turned to and received 
the support of a large segment of the intelligentsia, the party, and 
the overwhelming majority of the generation. Considering the gen-
eration as a whole, faced with the Natolinian alternative, its 
members—even those who doubted the sincerity of the Pulawska 
leaders and those who themselves were not sincere reformists— 
had no choice but to support the Pulawska group. Thus, whether 
it was seen as the only political force capable of realizing the 
promise of the thaw or merely as a shield, the members of the 
generation supported it. 

Among the final lessons of this period, the hope for renewal 
formed the much weaker part. This hope retained most of its pre-
vious intensity among the intellectuals and ideologists. However, 
in the 1960s, it was diminished and transformed into a faint 
shadow even among this group. 

Was there anything particular about the reaction of the genera-
tion? Did not all Communists have similar thoughts and emo-
tions? In fact, their moods and hopes were shared by many other 
pre- and postwar Communists. But it seems that the intellectual 
and emotional reactions of the generation, the moods, hopes, and 
motives of its members, formed a characteristic phenomenon that 
differed from the general prototype in five essential ways. 

First, the generation's culture background, past experience, 
and doctrinaire sophistication contributed to producing a special 
intensity and flavor in the revisionist enthusiasm of its members, 
just as, during the previous period, it led them to a comparatively 
stronger set of messianic anticipations. In other words, the same 
special factors were at work when the dark spell of the Stalinist era 
and the bright hope of the thaw were affecting the generation. 
Were these two urges so fundamentally different? It would appear 
that at the bottom of both was the same messianic glow set alight 
in their early youth, nourished by their social predicament, and 
transformed into a rebellious fever in the course of their revolu-
tionary career. In its radical form, this glow facilitated anticipation 
of a socioeconomic denouncement of the Stalinist era. Later, under 
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the traumatic impact of the thaw, it was revised and evolved into 
the enthusiastic urge for reform that was to refurnish the vision 
with its nearly lost soul. In this way, the revision meant an adjust-
ment and revitalization of the messianic dream, a return to the 
point of departure to give the vision a second, better chance. 
Second, an extremely important factor that linked their experience 
of the thaw to the cherished memories of their revolutionary youth 
was the traumatic news about the fate of their former mentors and 
significant others. In the wake of the dissolution of the KPP, some 
of these significant others, sent or summoned to the USSR, had 
been officially condemned as spies and traitors and sent to camps or 
executed, while others had disappeared without explanation or 
trace. In addition, several friends and comrades of the members of 
the generation never returned from their Soviet odyssey. These sig-
nificant others were the older comrades of their youth, often close 
relatives, who had recruited them into the movement, who guided 
them in their ideological studies and political work, and whom 
they had regarded as examples and adored heroes. Others were 
comrades to whom they became closely attached in the course of 
their underground activities or prison terms. Now, during the 
thaw, those survivors of the Gulag who came back to Poland with 
Gomulka's second repatriation told of their own and of others' 
painful fate. Also, many of the disappeared were posthumously 
rehabilitated as the truth of Stalin's bloody reign was revealed. 
Seen in the new perspective, the truth about the fate of these signif-
icant others, whom most of the members of the generation had 
faithfully condemned as traitors, was a terrible shock. It became 
painfully clear to them that they could have seen through it, had 
they had the courage to think independently, to face the facts, or 
to listen to warnings. This shock was obviously different from and 
much more complicated than the one suffered by those non- or 
anti-Communists who learned what happened to their relatives 
and friends in the Soviet camps. For them, it was a question of 
" u s " and " t h e m . " For the generation, however, it was the drama 
of guilt, blindness, and need for personal expiation; of having to 
grasp the depth of their distorted vision and of reconciling this 
with their fundamental convictions. Third, this complex of factors 
corresponded to the generation's unrealized postwar determina-
tion to "make it better," which they carried back with them from 
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their Soviet odyssey. The revelations about the reality behind the 
slogans made the depth of their failure increasingly clear. Their 
regret for not having "made it better" despite their own Soviet 
experience and their determination to now make up for it lent 
their reformist zeal a distinct, additional dimension. Fourth, an 
important aspect was connected to their doctrinaire interest and 
ideological sophistication, to their political intellectualism whose 
intensity distinguished them from the average party member. In 
general, it could be said that ideology was not merely an instru-
ment or a justification of political action for them but a world of 
primary importance, a set of conclusions from which to steer 
sociopolitical action. This pattern of seeing empirical reality as 
secondary to ideological thinking had reached its peak in the pre-
vious period. The revelations and réévaluations of the thaw, sym-
bolically expressed in the exclamation, "We trusted in criminals!" 
or in Adam Wazyk's "Poem for Adults," meant that the naked 
shape of the previously subordinated reality shook the founda-
tions of their world outlook and mode of perception. If their basic 
convictions were not to be altogether denied and their teleological-
deductive mode of thinking saved, it was necessary to greatly re-
vise the ideological preconditions of political action, or, in other 
words, to replace the revolutionary-coercive messianic perspective 
with its liberal-evolutionary view. Of course, there were also other 
Communists who were led to the same conclusions by a similar 
pattern of thinking. What separated the generation from the aver-
age party member was not necessarily the content of their reaction 
but its frequency and intensity. Fifth, a significant part of the Com-
munist appeal to the generation was the promise of human 
brotherhood, equality, and struggle against ethnic prejudice. De-
spite misgivings, even during the postwar period, they saw the Pol-
ish party and the USSR as stalwarts against anti-Semitism and the 
Communist system as such as the guarantor of its ultimate dis-
appearance. With this background, the thaw's disclosures about 
the depth of Stalinist anti-Semitism exceeded their worst (and pre-
viously suppressed) premonitions. In addition, the Natolinian 
anti-Jewish program revealed an unexpectedly strong anti-
Semitism within the Polish party. This shock gave their hopes and 
fears a particular Communist-Jewish dimension that, of course, all 
their other comrades lacked. 



The Thaw and After 

In all its different aspects, the thaw and its aftermath formed an 
important, shared experience for the members of the generation. 
Besides confirming their decline on the ladder of social and polit-
ical influence, during the course of this experience, their world 
outlook and self-perception were altered. They never wholly re-
covered from the revelations, and, with varying degree, they all 
suffered the loss of ideological innocence. Most retained their faith 
in the basic emancipating capacity of the Communist vision, but 
its intensity and their expectation of its approaching realization 
considerably lessened. As for the party to which they belonged, the 
issues pursued by the main factions during this period were not 
resolved in a definite manner but merely repressed. The ideological 
legacy of the Natolin group was to mature under the surface and 
to erupt at the end of the 1960s. In this way, the outcome of this 
period broadly determined the defensive attitudes of the members 
of the generation during the remaining decade and fertilized the 
seeds for their final defeat. 

But, of course, when the thaw was over, not everything seemed 
dark. Their children grew, and everyday joys and sorrows lent 
their lives the appearance of stability. Despite purges or transfers, 
after the turmoil of the period, their social positions stabilized 
again in one form or another. The activists and the Jewish Jews 
were happy with the return of the previously expelled American 
Joint Distribution Committee and its financial assistance. They 
approached the 1960s convinced that the party would guarantee 
rights and stability for the Jewish sector. The assimilationists con-
tinued to strive after their ethnic aspirations. Despite disillusion-
ment and resignation, to a varying degree, all retained their basic 
belief in the purity of the Communist vision. Thus, although the 
members of the generation approached the 1960s with a certain 
amount of defensiveness and weary disillusionment, the experi-
ence of the thaw and its aftermath did not prepare them for the 
events that were to take place in less than a decade. 



Chapter Sixteen 

The Defeat 

The 1960s were the last stretch of the path that was to end in the 
existential defeat of the generation. In addition to their gradual 
slide down the ladder of status and power, there were several worry-
ing signs that could have prepared them for what was to come. 
But most were unprepared. Despite misgivings, increasing disillu-
sionment, and a growing sense of ideological estrangement, espe-
cially intense in the second half of the decade, their rootedness, the 
seeming stabilization of their lives, and the dullness of the period 
caused them to disregard the strength of the threats or consider 
them as temporary aberrations. In addition, most were no longer 
in a position to clearly appreciate the forces operating behind the 
scene. Thus, from their different locations in society, they saw only 
varying degrees of the deep structure of their present and, like 
most men, were to be caught by surprise by the future toward 
which it was leading. 

It would seem that the events and circumstances of their lives 
during these last Polish years would be perceived as of utmost im-
portance and thus clearly remembered. Surprisingly, however, this 
is not the case. Most of their lives during these years appear as a 
gray picture of uneventful normalization, and it becomes apparent 
that in their present perception, the final outcome of the decade 
strongly overshadows the totality of its content. 

Indeed, their lives during the 1960s formed merely a weak echo 
of their prewar political afflictions and ideological zeal, of the tur-
moil of their Soviet experience, of their sudden postwar elevation, 
of the expectations and terrors of the Stalinist years and the 
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ideological earthquake of the thaw. But this normalization was 
temporary, unstable, and merely apparent. Thus, in tracing the life 
career of the generation and the factors that affected its course, it is 
crucial to appreciate the significance and weight of factors and 
processes that openly or obscurely conditioned its last stage. 

Clouding Skies, Fading Sparks 

Under the influence of the withdrawal from the policies and climate 
of the thaw, the enthusiasm of the mid-1950s gradually turned to 
stagnation, opportunism, and petty compromise, a malaise Polish 
writer Tadeusz Rozewicz called "the little stabilization." The 
stagnation of the 1960s typified the situation both in the party and 
in society at large. Nothing seemed to indicate that the little stabi-
lization would end in a violent eruption. However, beneath the 
surface were cumulating factors and forces that would explode in 
the set of events that led to the existential defeat of the generation. 

Often interlaced and mutually connected, some of these factors 
had been inherent since the beginnings of Communist rule. Others 
were the unsolved inheritance of the thaw, and still others emerged 
as a result of the impact of this particular decade's social, ideolog-
ical, and political developments. 

Latent or manifest, popular nationalism and anti-Soviet feelings 
formed a constant feature of the country's social climate through-
out the postwar period. Founded on the partition experience, the 
perception of Polish-Soviet relations (including the wartime 
German-Soviet second partition of Poland), and the Communist 
takeover, these deeply rooted sentiments produced a seemingly un-
bridgeable gap between the party and the general society. Seen 
with Communist eyes, this gap was the regime's basic problem. 
Within the party, the suppressed nationalism of the broad popula-
tion was sometimes regarded as the utmost danger, at others as a 
weapon in its internal power struggle or as a potential resource for 
narrowing the gap between the governors and governed. Thus, 
during the first postwar years, Gomulka and his associates, armed 
with the concept of the Polish road to socialism, attempted to 
marry the goal of Socialist reconstruction to national self-affirmation. 
The same nationalism, with its inherent anti-Soviet ingredient, had 
been regarded as a malaise totally incompatible with the Com-
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munist ethos during the Stalinist years. During the thaw the reform-
ers called on Polish nationalism to mobilize popular support for 
their programs and as part of their demands for a more indepen-
dent stance toward the USSR. At the same time, an anti-Semitic 
mutant of nationalism was a weapon in the power struggle, used 
in disarming the program of reforms by the Natolinians. The gap 
between the nation and the party was temporarily narrowed when 
the released national enthusiasm generated an overwhelming wave 
of popular support for the Gomulka regime. When these hopes 
were frustrated, however, the gap widened once again. In any case, 
the leadership of the party, its apparatus, and its different factions 
were intensely conscious of the latent strength of Polish national 
sentiments. Forming a constant variable in the postwar situation, 
perceived as a threat, a promise, or an instrument, a blunted, latent 
nationalism was there when the decade began. Primarily in its 
anti-Semitic variant, this nationalism was to become a forceful 
weapon for the heirs of the Natolinians in their thrust for power. It 
was also used in settling old accounts rooted in the not long for-
gotten political past. 

The old hostility between the "Muscovites" from the Soviet-
based Union of Polish Patriots and the political apparatus of the 
Polish army, on one hand, and the "natives" of the PPR, on the 
other, was not forgotten. As previously mentioned, during the Sta-
linist years, the former most often had the upper hand, thanks to 
Moscow's more reserved attitude toward the latter. As among the 
former, there was a very large number of Jews (and, also, of old 
KPP members), and the frustrations and resentment of the natives 
merged with anti-Jewish sentiments. Although many natives whole-
heartedly joined in the party's postwar ideological condemnation 
and political action against Gomulka's rightist-nationalist devi-
ation, that period's line of division largely paralleled its wartime 
form, thus further reinforcing mutual aggression and animosity. 
These resentments continued to play a vital role behind the ideo-
logical arguments between the Pulawska and Natolin factions 
during the thaw and were later inherited by the police faction, 
which, led by police general and Minister of Interior Mieczyslaw 
Moczar,1 was to design the generation's final defeat. 

The party apparatus2 inherited by Gomulka after his return to 
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power was a strongly conservative force with a long professional 
tenure. Resisting changes and determined to retain its dominant 
position, its most conservation core labeled every attempt at criti-
cal analysis and reform a "revisionist deviation from socialism." 
The goal of the postthaw conservative counteroffensive was to 
create an atmosphere of immediate danger to the foundations of 
the system. Hence, revisionism was described as the major threat 
to socialism, and conservatives claimed that the revisionists re-
garded the Polish October as a starting point for a "second stage," 
that is, for abolishing socialism in Poland. Attempting to win the 
support of the apparatus, increasingly believing in the "revisionist 
danger," and convinced that this was the way to restore the unity 
of the party, Gomulka and his initially centrist team joined and 
subsequently led the offensive against the liberals.3 Thus, while the 
party formally adopted a two-front strategy against both the 
"dogmatics" and the reform-minded "revisionists," a decisive bat-
tle was waged against the latter, and the campaign against the 
"revisionist threat" was declared to be the main ideological task of 
the party throughout the 1960s. 

This conservative counteroffensive resulted in a continuous 
downgrading not only of liberal reformers but also of old KPP 
members and Jews. As these categories often overlapped, for 
the conservative core of the party apparatus, the struggle against 
revisionism became increasingly synonymous with the struggle 
against Jews. The reverse was also the case: anti-Semitism and the 
struggle against Jews in the party became increasingly labeled as 
the battle against revisionism. By 1964, most of the reformers 
and Jews were purged from central party positions4 and liberal ten-
dencies were definitely defeated. However, the struggle against re-
visionism continued as a form of ghost hunting, ideological exor-
cism, a war cry of the conservative party apparatus, and a weapon 
in factional struggles for power. 

This all took place in a party whose social core, its large activist 
stratum, was undergoing deep social and ideological change. The 
thaw and its aftermath had resulted in an officially proclaimed poli-
cy of national unity, as opposed to an earlier revolutionary con-
frontation. An extremely important effect of this change was that 
the party opened its doors to new members. After the purges in the 
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second half of the 1950s, party membership had decreased to little 
over one million. However, as the result of a determined recruit-
ment policy, the party grew rapidly in the 1960s, reaching a mem-
bership of nearly two million in 1967 and crossing the two million 
threshold in 1968. As the early postwar resistance to the Com-
munist regime seemed to be melting away, this rapid growth of the 
party had far-reaching consequences. Although the leadership 
attempted to reconcile the policy of mass recruitment with the goal 
of retaining the proletarian character of the party, the resulting 
growth led to a substantial increase in the nonproletarian seg-
ments in its ranks and its relative deproletarization.5 As was to be 
dramatically manifested in the workers' rebellions of the 1970s 
and 1980s, this was to result in a widening gap between the party 
and the social classes within which it claimed its legitimization. In 
the short term, as the new intelligentsia and white-collar groups 
entered the ranks of the party cadres, the latter became increasing-
ly permeated by the middle-class values, attitudes, and ambitions 
carried by its new members. 

In the conditions of the 1960s, the cadres acquired a more inde-
pendent position toward the power center than had been the case 
previously. On the level of interparty power relations, the result 
was an increased degree of independence—a "parceling out" of 
democratic centralism6—of regional party leadership groups and 
different personal power constellations. On the ideological level, 
the result was a decreased resistance to and increased assimila-
bility of the values, norms, and attitudes that in the 1940s and 1950s 
had been regarded as incompatible with the Communist ethos. 
Hence, to a substantially larger degree than before, the party was 
open to ideological influence from outside, or to that part of soci-
ety that now decided to actively join it. In this way, behind the 
shrinking curtain of an official Communist ideology, the values, 
attitudes, and ambitions of the conservative party apparatus 
merged with those that inspired the new party cadres. 

Against the background of increasing dissatisfaction with the 
stagnation associated with the Gomulka regime, this changing 
composition of party cadres and its accumulating ideological 
effects generated two main trends: a new, technocratic orientation 
and the reappearance of an aggressive nationalism and anti-
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Semitism. A significant segment of the new cadres were young 
technicians and engineers who brought into the party a manage-
rial, technocratic pragmatism, largely devoid of the customary 
Communist ethos. Those people, who in the mid-1960s accounted 
for approximately one-fourth of the 26 1 ,000 activists, were 
spokesmen for economic and industrial development and for the 
primacy of efficiency over ideological deliberations. They repre-
sented a strong orientation toward rationalism, pragmatism, and 
professionalization. Although the quantitative and qualitative 
expansion of the technocrats often met with resistance from the 
older Communists, it was largely successful as a modernizing 
reorientation away from conventional Communist virtues.7 Their 
main societal base was in Poland's industrial engine, Silesia. Ed-
ward Gierek, the Silesian first party secretary and since 1 9 5 9 mem-
ber of the Politburo, was seen by the technocrats and their top 
echelon, the managerial apparatchiks, as their chief spokesman, a 
symbol of the necessary changes and Poland's future party leader. 

Another trend typifying the new ideological spirit of the times 
was the reemergence of a strong nationalistic and anti-Semitic 
tendency within the party cadres. Connected to the unsolved lega-
cy of the thaw and the frustrated popular ambitions for national 
independence, this trend was based on the changed general ideolog-
ical profile of the party and reinforced by the political aspirations 
and ideological influence of the heirs of the Natolinians, the police 
faction. Its main social proponent was the young generation of 
the party cadres and a segment of its new intellectual laborers of 
predominantly peasant and middle-class origin who had grown up 
in the new Poland. Seeing in the rising might of the police faction, 
which by the mid-1960s had become increasingly clear, a chance 
to replace those who blocked their rise up the social ladder, they 
could represent a mere customary conflict of generations, or, in 
their particular spheres of activity, a particular pattern of career 
lobbies, were it not for the fact of their unusually strong anti-
Semitic images and projections. In their eyes, Jews in general and 
Jewish Communists in particular became the symbol of and the 
reason for everything that went wrong in modern Polish history 
and in the fulfillment of their ambitions. Moreover, anti-Semitism 
and romantic nationalism offered a substitute for their unpro-
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nounceable anti-Sovietism. For them, raised in an ethnically 
homogeneous and politically frustrated authoritarian postwar 
society, aggressive nationalism, antiliberalism, and anti-Semitism 
became part of a world view offering a universal explanation and 
the hope of social elevation.8 Ideologically allied with the con-
servative core of the party apparatus, this large section of the mid-
dle level of the party cadres formed the social basis for the Com-
munist populism under which banner the police faction prepared 
its quest for power.9 

Part of the leadership of the police faction, or, as they preferred 
to be called, the partisans, was composed of men with a past in the 
wartime Communist Polish resistance, who often were placed in 
secondary political positions in the Stalinist years. In the wake of 
Gomulka's return to power, they advanced to influential political 
posts, reinforcing and allying themselves with the remnants of the 
Natolin faction. By the mid-1960s, they had firmly established 
their power center in the ministry of interior and in the security 
and political services of the army. Partly due to their wartime and 
postwar experience, they harbored a deep animosity toward the 
Muscovites and Jewish Communists. They opposed the stagnation 
and the little stabilization of the Gomulka regime and, without 
ever crystallizing a positive political program, were deeply anti-
liberal, authoritarian, and nationalistic. T o some extent, they 
probably shared their supporters' anti-Soviet emotions. Unlike 
them, however, they refrained from open anti-Sovietism, both be-
cause of their political realism and their connections with the 
Soviet security services, which either masterminded or at least 
sanctioned the consolidation of their power. 1 0 Thus, their "whis-
pered" anti-Sovietism was merely a tactic intended to raise popu-
lar support within and outside the ranks of the party. 

As an alternative to the inexpressible anti-Sovietism, the parti-
sans invoked the image of an allegedly threatening German re-
vanchism even stronger than Gomulka himself, who, utilizing this 
deeply rooted popular emotion, had to take into account the exis-
tence of Communist East Germany. Much stronger than the 
Natolinians before them, in their propaganda they blamed Jews 
for all the evils of the Polish past and present. Coupling the "Ger-
man threat" with denunciations of "Zionism" as allied with 
"American imperialism" and "West German revanchism," and 
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spreading suspicions against Jews as actual or potential "Zionist 
agents," the partisans sought to create an image of a beleaguered 
Poland threatened by both outer and inner conspiracy. Symptoma-
tic of the mood they sought to spread was the sudden appearance 
in 1966 of a Polish edition of the "Protocols of the Elders of Zion" 
among party activists, students at the military academies, and 
army officers. Symptomatic of their rising ideological influence 
within the party was the speech held the same year at a meeting of 
Polish historians in Cracow by one of Gomulka's closest associ-
ates, party theoretician Zenon Kliszko. Although he did not him-
self belong to the partisans, Kliszko praised the patriotic spirit 
of prewar nationalists, warned against Jewish intellectuals, and 
called for the national unity of true patriots "even if this involved 
for some people personal injustices or tragedies." 1 1 

Channeling various social frustrations into a single nationalist 
movement of discontent, the message and the moods that the 
partisans spread became increasingly similar to those of the pre-
war National Democrats, once the sworn enemy of all Polish 
Communists. 12 As was to be fully demonstrated in the events of 
1968, the partisans and their social basis in the party and state 
cadres represented a fully developed hybrid of the Communist 
movement: nationalistic communism. 

The partisan-controlled security service played an extremely im-
portant role in the faction's increasing influence and power. Ini-
tially demoralized by the thaw and disoriented by the postthaw 
concept of national unity, the security apparatus had to replace its 
former working rationale with a new one in order to provide jus-
tification for its existence and operations. The former members of 
the non- or anti-Communist underground and Communists with 
prewar or wartime contacts with Western Communist parties 
were no longer regarded as inherently suspect. Instead, with the 
retreat from the ideals of the thaw and the intensified campaign 
against revisionism, the security service gradually succeeded in 
building up an image of the "revisionists" and Jews as constituting 
an actual or potential threat and thus in need of constant surveil-
lance. Hence, these categories replaced the former ones, providing 
a new rationale for the growing strength of the security service, 
which already in 1963 extended its network of secret informers to 
become twice as large as it was during the Stalinist years. 
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There is an extremely important difference between the modes 
of operation of the security service in these two periods. Acting 
through infiltration, pressure, disinformation, and by advancing 
its own people to key positions, rather than through actual or 
potential mass terror, the security service gradually penetrated a 
large part of the party organizations, the army, the civil service, 
mass media, and centers of personnel policy and economic con-
trol. In short, it pierced and increasingly merged with a large part 
of the power apparatus, thus becoming a major political force. 
Controlling the flow and the content of confidential reports to the 
highest party leadership concerning the social, political, and 
ideological situation in the country, the security apparatus built up 
an image of the "revisionist" and "Jewish" threat as a potentially 
serious security risk. In line with this development, at the begin-
ning of the 1960s, it was decided to regard Polish Jews as a group 
in need of close and constant surveillance. In 1961—62, with the 
consent of the Politburo and on the suggestion of Soviet advisors, 
the ministry of interior affairs was entrusted with keeping higher 
officials of Jewish origin under strict watch and was preparing a 
card index of Polish Jews as potential enemies of the state. By that 
time, there were almost no Jews left in the civilian and military 
security apparatus, and they were being quietly removed from 
"sensitive" posts in the administration. In 1964, the Jewish section 
of the ministry of internal affairs finished the preparation of this 
card index, including most of the "hidden" Jews, the converts, the 
mixed marriages, their children, addresses, places of work, inclina-
tions, informal contacts, and so on. A similar list of all the remain-
ing officers of Jewish or mixed origin was prepared by military 
counterintelligence and submitted to the ministry of defense. After 
this, in 1965, the Politburo reportedly accepted a secret plan to 
cleanse the top administration, the army, the opinion-making 
media, and all positions requiring unquestioned afirmacja ttarodo-

wa (national allegiance) of Jews by 1970. Thus, the ideological 
and organizational prerequistes of the final defeat of the genera-
tion were created long before it actually took place. 1 3 

Having at their disposal the entire security apparatus, the parti-
sans mobilized political support within the party cadres and in 
influential nonparty circles by organizing semi-institutionalized, 
largely informal networks of lobbies, clubs, dinner meetings, and 
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hunting parties and promoting the careers of those found trust-
worthy. These networks spread the anticipation for a radical 
change in the stagnating regime. Increasingly influencing the per-
sonnel policy of the party and state apparatus on both the central 
and local levels, they prepared the ground for the partisan's thrust 
for power from below. 

On the broader level of the general society, the partisans ex-
ploited frustrated nationalist feelings and the growing dissatisfac-
tion with the regime, channeling them into popular support for 
"restoring order." In 1964, when Moczar became president of the 
ZBOWID (the Union of Fighters for Freedom and Democracy), 
this until then insignificant veterans organization became one of 
the largest and most influential institutions in the country. Having 
substantial financial resources at its disposal and helping its mem-
bers to receive decorations, pensions, jobs, apartments, or medical 
care, the ZBOWID became a powerful front organization and the 
main institutional instrument for the mobilization of popular sup-
port by the police faction. 

Another close ally of the police faction was the previously men-
tioned Pax movement. Led by Piasecki (one of the leaders of the 
prewar Fascist movement and after the war, most probably the 
highest Soviet intelligence agent in Poland and an ally of the Nato-
lin faction in 1956), with large financial means at its disposal, the 
Pax and its press developed into a major center for antiliberal and 
anti-Jewish propaganda. Approximately half of the Pax mem-
bership were people under thirty,14 who both demographically 
and ideologically belonged to the same generation as their peers in 
the party cadres. They, too, were antiliberal and anti-Semitic, 
seeing in Jews and "revisionists" an anti-Polish threat and an 
obstacle to their personal careers. 

Thus, with the police faction as the major force and center, the 
new, young party cadres were united in their world view, goals, 
and ambitions with their peers in the Pax, the conservative core of 
the party apparatus, and the veterans of the older generation orga-
nized in the ZBOWID. 

Gomulka's centralist reign 15 led to an increasing stagnation 
under whose surface unresolved conflicts and growing tensions 
were ticking like a time bomb. Never really comfortable with the 
initially overwhelming support of the population and in retreat 
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from the promises of October, Gomulka attempted to win over the 
party apparatus that had distrusted him and despised the social 
forces that brought him back to power. In this way, Gomulka, 
once the symbol of the thaw, sided with and increasingly took the 
lead in the conservative offensive against the liberals. However, as 
the cadres divided into competing factions, Gomulka never suc-
ceeded in carrying out his goal of party unity. When confronted 
with the rise of technocratic and conservative-nationalist trends, 
his team adapted the aim of reaching an equilibrium by checks, 
balances, and playing factions against each other. Although it 
worked for a while, this balance was only possible thanks to 
Gomulka's untouchable position resulting from the unequivocal 
personal support of the Soviet leadership. (In addition, Gomulka 
was the only leader not unacceptable to all political factions.) At 
the same time, however, the party cadres increasingly questioned 
Gomulka's policies (and the manner of his rule), while the general 
society's initially enthusiastic support changed into disillusion-
ment and discontent. Thus, the centrist policies of "stabilization" 
resulted in an exceedingly explosive situation of accumulating 
political tensions, social dissatisfaction, and economic stagnation. 
Although undisputed, Gomulka and his team found themselves in 
a political vacuum, increasingly isolated from both the main party 
factions and general society. For the time being, however, it 
appeared that Gomulka sat safely in the saddle, firmly in control 
of the situation under the protective umbrella of the Soviet leader-
ship. 

The policies of the Gomulka team, the massive infiltration of 
social and political life by the security service, and the ongoing 
campaign against all criticism and intellectual dissent had devas-
tating moral effects. Expressed in a widely practiced personnel 
policy, this situation produced mechanisms of negative selection 
in which initiative, honesty, and independent thinking were 
punished, while mediocrity, opportunism, and obedience were re-
warded. Performed in wide spheres of social life and teaching the 
kind of virtues that led to a successful career, this mechanism of 
negative selection had a degenerating effect on social climate and 
on the quality of the cadres at the middle and higher levels. In the 
broad social strata outside the party and state administration, it 
led to a dispirited weariness, indifference, and weakened social dis-



The Defeat 193 

cipline while, at the same time, breeding accumulating dissatisfac-
tion that was to explode at the beginning of the next decade. Both 
in the cadres and the society at large, this cumulative social mood 
undermined the acceptance of leadership and stimulated a longing 
for change, thus creating important social prerequisites for the 
police faction's coming thrust for power. 

These internal Polish tensions that prepared the social, ideolog-
ical, and political conditions for the defeat of the generation were 
connected to and reinforced by an outside force of immense 
strength: the Soviet leadership's Middle East policy and its conse-
quential distrust of Jews. As mentioned before, the early Soviet 
hopes for an anti-Western Jewish state proved to be a miscalcula-
tion. As a result, particularly after 1956 , the USSR actively sought 
to enlarge its influence in the Middle East by siding with the Arab 
countries against Israel. This policy had to be followed by 
Poland, 1 6 and the demands on its wholehearted implementation 
reinforced the view that Jewish Communists were potentially un-
reliable and expendable. Expressed to the Soviet public in the form 
of ongoing anti-Zionist propaganda1 7 and strengthened by 
Khrushchev's and Brezhnev's resistance to political reforms, this 
distrust was transmitted to the Polish leadership and apparatus in 
a variety of ways, ranging from confidential Polish-Soviet high-
level contacts, " informal" conversations between the Soviet of-
ficials and their visiting Polish colleagues, and Soviet intelligence-
directed anti-Jewish propaganda within the Polish party and state 
administration.1 8 While during the thaw this Soviet attitude was 
largely ignored by the Polish party (as, for instance, was the case 
when Khrushchev—and the KGB—supported Nowak's demands 
to purge Jews from the Polish state and party apparatus), these 
suggestions began to fall on increasingly receptive soil. After the 
defeat of the Pulawska group and with the rising influence of Moc-
zar's faction, this Soviet attitude gradually led to a legitimization 
of anti-Jewish arguments in personnel policy, offering a potential-
ly powerful weapon for the partisans and strongly undermining 
what was left of the generation's political influence. 

The process of decreasing political influence of liberal Com-
munists and of the generation was closely connected to the regime's 
ongoing antirevisionist witch hunt and its increasingly nationalis-
tic ethos. Taking place in the party and in the mass media, labeling 
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criticism as revisionism, and attributing independent thoughts to 
hostile propaganda, the nationalistic, antiliberal, and anti-intellec-
tual dimensions of this offensive were increasingly interlaced. As 
previously mentioned, the campaign against free debate and intel-
lectual liberty had already begun in 1957 with repressions against 
the journalists and the closure of the weekly Po Prostu. The myste-
rious death of Henryk Holland in 1961 and the consequent "Hol-
land affair" 1 9 symbolically marked the rift between Gomulka's 
team, on one hand, and the intellectuals and the old KPP members, 
on the other, as well as the rising power of the police faction. As 
the offensive against intellectuals gained impetus, in 1962., two im-
portant magazines covering political, social, and cultural issues, 
Przeglad Kulturalny and Nowa Kultura, were closed down and re-
placed by Kultura, manned by an ideologically obedient staff. 
Attacking writers, film producers, sociologists, and historians and 
accusing publishing houses of a "lack of fighting spirit in the strug-
gle against revisionism," the party's ideological plenum of July 
1963 clearly demonstrated the anti-intellectualism and increasing 
might of the conservative apparatus. This trend was further con-
firmed at the party congress in June 1964. Starting in 1965, the 
ambition to strengthen control over academic life took the form of 
new laws and rules that limited academic autonomy and increased 
party control over personnel policy in the institutions of higher 
learning. 

As a result, intellectual life was largely terrorized. Still, dissent 
occasionally was manifested in collective protest actions. The most 
well-known manifestation of this dissent was the "Letter of 34" 
in March 1964, in which a group of prominent intellectuals pro-
tested to Prime Minister Jozef Cyrankiewicz against excessive cen-
sorship and restrictions on newsprint. Although this letter was 
more in the form of a petition than a sharp protest, throughout the 
entire propaganda apparatus, officially ordered counterdeclara-
tions appeared, condemning the authors of the declaration and 
attributing to them various antistate intentions. This conservative 
counterreaction was relatively successful in terrorizing intellec-
tuals and preventing future collective manifestations of dissent. 
However, intellectual dissatisfaction continued to produce limited 
opposition and conflict, particularly at the universities. Conduct-
ing theoretical discussions on political subjects in relatively iso-
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lated university circles and thus lacking immediate national polit-
ical significance, the dissidents were (correctly) seen by the regime 
as a potential threat and therefore violently attacked.20 

As the party's grasp of social and cultural life intensified, by 
the mid-1960s, the hard-liners' offensive took an increasingly 
nationalistic and anti-Jewish turn. On the inner party level, this 
was demonstrated by the heated discussion surrounding Adam 
Schaff's book, Marxism and the Human Individual. Although the 
book dealt with the issue of nationalism and anti-Semitism only in 
passing, it was condemned by leading party ideologists,21 and the 
sense transmitted to the party cadres was one of a Jewish intellec-
tual daring to accuse the Polish nation and its party of anti-
Semitism. As the Polish intellectual milieu contained many people 
of Jewish origin (among them several members of the generation), 
this ideological offensive increasingly focused on the alleged con-
nection between revisionists and Jews. Against this background, 
the campaign against the State Scientific Publishing House which 
began in 1964 had a symbolic character. Its general manager was 
accused (and tried) of all possible sins, ranging from financial 
fraud to revisionism and "Zionist conspiracy," and the team 
working on its largest project, the Great Universal Encyclopedia, 
was attacked for an alleged Zionist falsification of Polish history 
and dishonoring the Polish nation. An important reason for this 
attack was that the team contained several Jews, among them 
some former apparatchiks. Ironically called the "Encyclopedists," 
they came to be treated in the propaganda as symbols of Zionist 
infiltration of Polish cultural life and of the "personal union of 
Zionism and revisionism." Similarly, press reports increasingly 
stressed the Jewish origin of the dissidents and defectors.22 At in-
ternal discussions about personnel policy, Gomulka's right hand, 
Kliszko, used to produce a special list of Jewish defectors,23 while 
the rumors spread within the party cadres made all Jews into 
security risks. 

Oddly enough, the subjects of anti-Semitism and of the Holo-
caust were increasingly used to construct an image of internal and 
external threat to Poland and to Polish honor. One of the greatest 
outcries of official indignation was caused by the entry on Nazi 
extermination camps in the Great Universal Encyclopedia, which 
stated that 99 percent of the victims of these camps—not to be con-
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fused with the inmates of concentration or forced labor camps— 
were Jews. This was interpreted as a purposeful attempt to depre-
ciate the plight and offend the memory of the non-Jewish Polish 
victims of the Nazi occupation. In 1966, Jerzy Kosinski's novel, 
The Painted Bird, which without naming the country or the ethnic 
background of its hero describes the sufferings of a child some-
where in Eastern Europe during the war, sparked off a wave of 
attacks. Violently criticizing memoirs and novels published in the 
West and dealing with the plight of Polish Jews during the Holo-
caust, the propaganda campaign claimed that "the dirty wave of 
anti-Polish publications is not accidental. It is inspired, directed 
and financed" by West German money in order to "prepare the 
American nation psychologically for an armed showdown with 
the barbarous Poles and 'Communist Eastern Europe.'"24 Con-
nected to a parallel development in Soviet propaganda, these 
attacks increasingly pointed to "Zionist groups" as the hidden 
forces behind the "anti-Polish campaigns" of the "American im-
perialists" and "German revanchists." A parallel theme taken up 
in the partisan-controlled newspapers accused Jews of wartime 
cooperation with the Nazis, ingratitude, and "slandering the Pol-
ish nation." 

Reaching the public in the form of press articles and books,25 

this campaign intensified in the second half of the 1960s. It sought 
to identify in the public conscience "Zionists" and Jews and con-
nect "the revisionist threat" and "Zionism" to various "anti-
Polish forces." Implying that Zionists and revisionists were pro-
tected by people at the highest political level and posed a sinister 
anti-Polish threat, this campaign prepared the psychological 
ground for "bringing order" to the country. 

Further undermining the generation's position, these circum-
stances gradually led to the events that constituted its ultimate de-
feat. As the members of the generation still persisted in their basic 
convictions and perceptions, the trends of the 1960s meant a widen-
ing gap between their ego- and alter-defined identity and a fore-
shadowing of what was to come. However, when the decade be-
gan, the remnants of Polish Jewry seemed to be heading toward a 
relatively stable future. At the beginning of the 1960s, there were 
some 30,000 Jews in the country, forming about 0.1 percent of its 
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population. Shortly before the start of the all-out anti-Semitic 
campaign, the number might have decreased to some 25,000 as a 
result of limited, yet ongoing emigration. (However, it also could 
have been somewhat higher as there were many successful ethnic 
conversions that concealed some Jews from the eyes of both au-
thorities and researchers.) The "Jewish sector" with its coopera-
tives, press, book publishers, clubs, schools, and social, cultural, 
and youth work was quite active, organizing a group that together 
with their families might have amounted to some 20,000 people. 
The core of this group was made up of Jewish Jews. Although the 
extreme and consequent assimilationists constituted a minority, a 
large and increasing proportion of the Polish-Jewish population, 
mainly represented among the intellecuals and the white-collar 
workers, regarded itself as part of Polish culture. For this group, 
being Jewish was mainly the consciousness of the specific nature of 
their Polishness. 

As the future was to prove, the members of the generation lived 
with a false sense of security and belonging. Blocked by their pre-
vious experience and commitments, and limited in their insight by 
their diminished sociopolitical position, they regarded themselves 
as an integral part of Polish society and failed to appreciate the 
significance of the processes that worked toward their impending 
defeat. Their political experience taught them to see existing polit-
ical realities as uncertain, fluctuating, and changing, but their 
lifelong affiliation with the party and their deeply rooted moral-
ideological image of what communism and the movement essen-
tially stood for prevented them from sensing the depth of the 
danger. Thus, despite their diminished position, the obviously in-
creasing influence of (for them) despicable political and ideo-
logical trends, and their varying degree of disillusionment and 
misgivings, most regarded the signs as worrying but temporary 
aberrations. In this perception, the concrete Polish reality of the 
1960s might not be what they once had dreamed, but with all its 
problems and sorrows, it was still their socialism and their coun-
try, at least in part the fruit of their sacrifice and struggle. 

Only seemingly paradoxically, as the time of their defeat 
approached, they appeared more like their fellow citizens than 
ever before. With the exception of the intellectuals, the peak of 
their careers was behind them, and their sociopolitical position 
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had stabilized at a level lower than previously. Symbolized by the 
decline of the policemen, the soldiers, and the higher and medium 
strata of the apparatchiks and administrators, this trend made 
their sociopolitical position less different than that of the general 
urban population. Also, the ongoing assimilation made them all, 
even the Jewish Jews, culturally similar to most of their compa-
triots. As disappointments and frustrations decreased their ideo-
logical zeal and reinforced a critical attitude, even concerning 
ideological engagement they differed less from the average man 
and woman than ever before. 

However, seen as an entity, they were still relatively visible and 
divided from the general population on several important issues. 
Ideologically and politically, they were all Communists, while in 
the population-at-large in the middle of the 1960s, only one of 
eighteen Poles was a party member. Second, both compared to the 
population-at-large and to other party members, they were over-
whelmingly urban: while all of them lived in the large or medium-
sized cities, over 50 percent of the country's population lived in the 
countryside and more than one out of ten party members was 
a peasant.26 Third, in addition to their intellectual interests and 
continuous self-study, the level of their formal education was sub-
stantially higher than average.27 Fourth, despite the previously 
mentioned trend toward making their sociopolitical position less 
dissimilar, there were still significant occupational differences be-
tween the generation and the general population, on one hand, 
and the generation and the Polish-Jewish population as such, on 
the other. While most gainfully employed Poles and Jews were 
workers and craftsmen,28 in the mid-1960s, the majority of the 
generation held middle-high and lower managerial positions in 
administration and the economy and were highly conspicuous in 
intellectual and cultural professions. Fifth, while the overwhelm-
ing majority of the nation and at least a very significant proportion 
of party members were active Catholics, the members of the gen-
eration were atheists, with a varying consciousness of their Jewish 
origins. Finally, as the subsequent events were to prove, indepen-
dently of their own self-perception, the alter-defined identity 
haunted even those who opted for complete ethnic conversion: 
they were still regarded by a significant segment of their compa-
triots as different. 
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At the same time, some of these distinctive characteristics might 
also be viewed as not necessarily making the generation different 
from the nation as such but rather placing it in its various social 
strata. Thus, if not regarded as a separate entity, in the 1960s, the 
members of the generation formed a substantial part of the party 
membership with the longest tenure in the Communist movement 
and were among the most urban and best educated people in the 
country, a large proportion of them belonging to the (broadly de-
fined) intellectual, cultural, and administrative strata. 

The generation was still internally differentiated. Simplifying 
the matter to a discernible pattern, at one extreme were the highly 
educated, assimilated, and relatively affluent members of the intel-
lectual elite and of the medium-high political-administrative stra-
tum; at the other, the core of the less educated, less assimilated, and 
hardly affluent Jewish Jews. However, deethnification had moved 
the generation as a whole toward assimilation. In addition, a com-
mon trait was the ambition to secure upward social mobility for 
their children through education. At the beginning of the 1960s, 
the youngest of these children approached school age, while the 
oldest already attended secondary schools. By the middle of the 
1960s , the latter entered or had graduated from institutes of high-
er education. With few exceptions, independent of the parents' 
occupation, degree of education, assimilation, and affluence, most 
of their children had studied, were studying, or were planning to 
study at institutes of higher learning prior to 1968. Seen as a 
group, the children were even more rooted in Polish society and 
culture than their parents. 

Thus, the total picture that emerges is of a generation that, 
although still set off from the rest of the population in ideological 
outlook, length of party affiliation, urbanism, education, and 
occupational pattern, was as a whole becoming more like the 
general population than ever before. This pattern was reflected in 
the subjective perceptions of the individuals, causing them to re-
gard themselves as an integral part of the Polish nation. The gen-
eration was still not homogeneous but internally differentiated 
along the continuum of ethnic identity, education, and sociopolit-
ical influence. However, the trend toward increased assimilation, 
working across the generations of parents and children, reduced 
both its internal and external cultural differentiation. 
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The members of the generation were approaching or in their 
fifties when the decade began. Throughout the previous years, 
most perceived ideological questions and political activity as su-
perior to private career and family life. By the 1960s, however, 
their ideological intensity had diminished and their private lives 
became for them more important than ever before. So also did 
their concrete, professional work and—especially for those on the 
lower levels and settled outside the capital—the practical ques-
tions and problems rooted in their local settings. Making the con-
tent of their everyday lives more similar to lives of their average 
fellow citizens, this normalization was undoubtedly due in part to 
the fact that they approached late middle age. However, it was 
above all strongly related to the growth of an alien ideological 
climate and political trends, as the result of which they became 
defensive and marginal with regard to both the ideological main-
stream and the centers of political power. On the level of everyday 
life, this ideological weariness and political marginalization re-
sulted in the emphasis on professional as opposed to ideological 
motivation regarding work and career and in a relative withdraw-
al into the domain of private life. Thus, ideological zeal and rev-
olutionary hopes were largely behind them. As one put it, "The 
fire faded. The dreams were not realized and what was left was 
practical life. One worked in one's field and was a professional." 

This marginalization and professionalization did not mean an 
ideological indifference or uniformity of attitudes and reactions to 
the realities of the decade. At one pole were those who still could 
not accept the divergences between their ideals, the promises of the 
thaw, and the current sociopolitical situation. Such people refused 
to accept the climate of the decade, regarding it as their duty to 
protest and resist in all available ways. This nonconformist pole is 
symbolized by those few who, acting on local party levels, already 
in the early 1960s consciously chose a course of nonopportunist 
defiance; or by those intellectuals who, acting in the academic 
milieu, placed their hopes with the next generation. At the other 
extreme were those who became not only disillusioned but also 
cynical and opportunistic. These people regarded their earlier 
hopes as the romantic dreams of youth. Sometimes musing about 
whether they should not have chosen another course of life, they 
were among those who internally withdrew the most into the 
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sphere of private life. If the public and private identities of the 
former were still closely interconnected, there was a growing dis-
parity between them in the case of the latter. The extreme of re-
signed opportunism and its disillusioned spirit is expressed in the 
phrase that, used half-jokingly and only among one's closest 
friends, called the party card a "business book." Most of the gen-
eration appear to fall somewhere in between these two poles but 
closer to the latter than to the former. A general opinion about the 
basic potential of the Communist system as superior to capitalism 
and the cherished memories of heroic youth were more or less all 
that remained of their previous ardor. Thus, seen as a whole and 
despite the internal polarization, under the pressure of the reali-
ties, the generation moved toward weary disillusionment. 

A side effect of their ongoing ideological and political marginal-
ization was strengthened cohesion within the groups of old com-
rades. The intensity of this tendency appears to have been inversely 
proportional to their sociopolitical position, but it was observ-
able within all the categories. No longer an integral and enterpris-
ing part of the dynamic present, increasingly defensive, and with a 
growing sense of being bypassed by history, more than ever before 
they were inclined toward recollecting the moods, deeds, and 
events of their shared past. Symbolically, the very term "old com-
rade" received new meaning. An "old comrade" was not, as be-
fore, someone whose merits made for a reliable partner in a joint 
struggle but rather someone with whom one had shared a com-
mon political past and who in the same way as oneself had become 
marginalized and estranged. Furthermore, an "old comrade" came 
to be a synonym for a true Communist, something most of the new 
party members were not. 

Were they conscious of moral defeat? Looking at the present 
reality and comparing it to their previous dreams, a handful real-
ized and acknowledged such a defeat. Among them were some for 
whom the consciousness of defeat was strongly personal and thus 
particularly painful. After the defeat of the thaw, these people had 
the courage to leave the party in protest. Under the pressures of 
economic circumstance, most of them had been compelled to 
repent and ask to be readmitted. For them, this was an act of 
conscious and painful moral surrender. As a rule, however, the 
consciousness of moral defeat was quite dim. Thus, repeating a 
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Russian saying, some would occasionally ask, "Za chto my barolis}" 

(What have we been fighting for?) without, however, taking such 
thoughts to their conclusion. The small group of stubborn dissi-
dents retained hopes connected to their defiance. Most did not 
think in such terms at all. Although their sense of mission was 
gone, their emotions and thoughts were comprised of unclear 
hopes, opportunistic realizations, and recollections of a revolu-
tionary past that, mixed with a fundamental devotion founded on 
the history of their lives, hindered a conscious recognition of 
failure. 

Some of these people were confronted with their children's 
idealistic criticism of present Polish conditions as being far from 
what true socialism should be like. The root of such confrontation 
lay in the moral and ideological climate in which they had raised 
their children, who now, seeking answers to their own questions, 
attacked their parents for the faults of the system for which they 
had fought. Although such confrontation reminded them of their 
own youthful idealism, to accept the criticism would have been 
equal to acknowledging their own failure. Thus, such people 
argued and explained and in trying to convince their children, at 
the same time defended their own remaining illusions and self-
esteem. 

Were they not conscious of what was approaching? They all 
were still deeply political and, despite varying degrees of with-
drawal into private life, attentively followed the constellations, tac-
tics, balances, and conflicts behind official political events. Also, 
trained by their long experience, their delicate political sense still 
allowed them to easily sense the changes in the ideological spirit of 
the time. Hence, despite their generally marginalized position, as a 
whole, they still possessed a considerable degree of political in-
sight. The depth of their individual knowledge of what went on 
behind the scenes was, of course, socially structured, paralleling 
their formal positions within the system and the corresponding 
network of semiofficial and private contacts. Thus, especially in 
the second half of the 1960s, most were seriously worried by the 
apparently rising influence of the police faction (which they clearly 
identified with the ideological heritage of the Natolinians) and by 
the corresponding increasingly chauvinist atmosphere in the party 
and mass media. Some of those higher up had already in 1966 
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been warned by their friends about possible purges or advised to 
look for other jobs. Others, visiting or receiving guests from the 
Soviet Union or reading the Soviet press, gained a clear insight into 
the anti-Jewish trends emanating from the USSR. Hence, those 
most in the know were deeply worried about the repercussions of 
the Soviet "anti-Zionist" line, the concrete Soviet pressures in re-
gard to the ethnic aspect of personnel policy, and the nationalistic 
mood spread by the police faction. However, their ability to fore-
cast what was coming was severely circumscribed by several fac-
tors. Restrained by their marginalization, their insights into what 
was going on behind the scene were not what they used to be. 
Further, they were still captives of their perceptions of the Soviet 
Union as, despite all, the bearer of the internationalist credo. In 
this connection, their judgment was also affected and their reac-
tions made ambiguous by their (basically correct) interpretation of 
the different dimensions of Polish nationalism. Knowing that the 
present nationalistic moods in the party were in fact as anti-Soviet 
as they were anti-Jewish, they counted on Soviet resistance to the 
former to turn into resistance to the latter. Because of this, even 
those who knew that much of the present anti-Jewish mood ori-
ginated from or was supported by the Soviets tended to regard the 
USSR as their ultimate defense. The most important general 
reason for underestimating the danger was the record of their own 
deeds and perceptions, of their lifelong membership in the party. 
From their perspective, some things were simply out of the ques-
tion. Thus, although there were those who knew more and those 
who knew less, none could have imagined the full extent of what 
was to come. 

The Earthquake: "Mir hobn gevigt a toyt 
kind" 

The events of 1968, when the tensions that had cumulated and 
matured behind the apparent stabilization erupted with full force, 
have received systematic description in the literature and need not 
to be repeated in detail.29 The preparatory stage, during which the 
official campaign against the "Zionists" and the "revisionists" was 
started, lasted from June 1967 to March 1968. Parallel with this 
stage, a planned and apparently centrally steered campaign of hid-
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den propaganda intensified within the party cadres and the army, 
with smears and rumors directed against Jews and officials said to 
be Jews. Following the student demonstrations and the protests of 
intellectuals against the party's cultural policy, the storm broke 
out with full force in March 1968. It consisted of a violently anti-
Jewish, nationalistic, and antiliberal propaganda campaign, a 
series of security service-directed takeovers in the state and party 
administration, the mass media, cultural institutions, and insti-
tutes of higher learning, and massive purges. As it became appar-
ent that this campaign was part of an attempted coup d'etat from 
below, the highest leadership reacted by adopting the mood and 
the course of the campaign, as a tactic to disarm it. 

Following Israel's victory in the Six-Day War and the spon-
taneous expression of popular joy at this outcome, on June 19 , 
1967, Gomulka gave a speech in which he condemned those who 
"came out in favor of the aggressor," saying further, "Let those 
who feel that these words are addressed to them, irrespective of 
their nationality, draw the proper conclusion. We do not want a 
Fifth Column in our country." This speech was broadcast over 
radio and television and, although this last phrase was not re-
printed in the mass media the following day, it was clearly heard 
throughout the country.30 The "Fifth Column speech" became a 
signal for gradually intensifying the propaganda campaign and 
purges directed primarily against Jews but also against non-Jewish 
"revisionists" among intellectuals and scholars and all those who 
in any way resisted. Rapidly strengthening the security service's 
grip on the mass media and on the local party structures, the "anti-
Zionist" campaign occurred on two basic levels. On the official 
level, the mass media built up a hysterical picture of the Zionist 
conspiracy against Poland. On the unofficial party level, this was 
followed by a flood of "secret" brochures and pamphlets, all being 
different versions of the "Protocols of the Elders of Z ion" adapted 
to the present Polish conditions and "confidential" oral informa-
tion about Jews and "revisionists" involved in actions against 
Poland. Soon, "Zionist" became synonymous with " Jews , " and 
at local party meetings, manipulated by people connected to the 
security service, resolutions were passed calling for the instant dis-
missal of all Zionists. The initially limited purges began. Some 
Jews were put on trial for "slandering the Polish nation," more 
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were harassed in their places of work, and some received tele-
phone calls and anonymous letters urging them to leave the 
country. 

Following the student and intellectual protests in the wake of 
the January 1968 ban on the theatrical production of "Dziady," 
the national drama by a great Polish nineteenth-century poet, Adam 
Mickiewicz, the anti-Zionist campaign erupted with full force. As 
the student demonstrations spread in Warsaw and throughout the 
country (at least in part provoked and manipulated by the security 
service), and as the attempts to neutralize the discontent by show-
ing Jews as the instigators failed,31 the signal for an all-out anti-
Jewish campaign was given in the March 1 1 issue of the PAX pa-
per, Slowo Powszechne, and by Warsaw party secretary Jozef Kepa. 
Slowo Powszechne, said to be used occasionally by the KGB to put 
pressure on the Polish leadership, accused Jewish students of being 
leaders of the student unrest and serving foreign interests. This 
theme was repeated the next day in the national and provincial 
press. In a speech at a conference of Warsaw party activists, Ke-
pa pointed to "bankrupt politicians," such as Stefan Staszewski 
and Roman Zambrowski (both Jews), and intellectuals affiliated 
with "foreign and domestic revisionists" as the real culprits behind 
the unrest. He also stated that most of the leaders of student unrest 
could be traced to Jewish origin and that action would be taken 
against "those parents who occupy high positions but whose 
children actively participated in the organization of the recent 
disturbances."32 This line of attack was strengthened by Gierek. 
In a widely quoted speech given at a gigantic mass meeting in Po-
land's industrial capital, Katowice, on March 14, Gierek followed 
Kepa's argument, threatening to "break the bones of all rem-
nants of the old regime, revisionists, Zionists and imperialist 
lackeys"33 who would dare to disturb order in his province. 
Gierek's accusations and threats were soon repeated by other pro-
vincial party secretaries. Although on March 19 Gomulka listed 
several writers, university professors, and "reactionary trouble-
makers" rather than the "Zionists" as the instigators of the 
student demonstrations and declared that at present "Zionism is 
not a danger to socialism in Poland," it was too late to stop the 
campaign. Combining anti-Semitism, chauvinism, anti-intellectual-
ism, and the ethos of a cultural revolution, this campaign of purge 
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and intimidation achieved a scope and intensity that was much 
greater than the leadership had assumed. In open definance of 
Gomulka and interpreting the recent unrest as a coup d'etat by "a 
group of conspirators connected with Zionist centers," the cam-
paign soon openly challenged Gomulka's leadership.34 Initially 
singling out and dismissing several "politically frustrated, alien-
ated and embittered" Jewish university professors and students, 
the propaganda attacks and purges soon became a broad cam-
paign of almost indiscriminate persecution at all levels of the social 
structure. The mass purges began. Already by mid-April 1968, 
over 8,300 persons were purged from the party and 80 officials at 
the government level ousted.35 The campaign, which was made to 
seem to express the repressed wrath of the nation, produced 
numerous press articles, speeches, and "workers' resolutions," 
typically demanding that "our authorities stop tolerating the activ-
ity of reactionary Zionist elements in the political, social, econo-
mic and cultural life of our country."36 All over Poland, local 
"Zionists" were "unmasked," condemned, and purged. 

Facing the threat of closure, the institutions of the Jewish sector 
were pressured to release anti-Zionist declarations. Although the 
TSKZ made such a declaration in language even more extreme 
than was called for, it proved to be of little avail. Jewish coopera-
tives were once again merged with their non-Jewish counterparts 
or disbanded, Jewish schools, youth camps, publishing house, and 
the literary magazine Yiddishe Shrifteti were suspended and later 
dissolved. Most members of the TSKZ's presidium were sacked 
and expelled from the party, and the TSKZ itself was reduced to a 
shadow of its former self. 

The essence of this campaign, as related to Polish Jews in gener-
al and the generation in particular, was especially obvious in two 
documents: in a widely publicized interview given in April by 
Mieczyslaw Moczar37 and in an article written in June by a leading 
party ideologist and Central Committee member, Andrzej 
Werblan.38 Describing Poland's present problems as rooted in the 
post-1945 situation, Moczar lamented "the arrival in our coun-
t r y . . . of certain politicians dressed in officers' uniforms, who later 
presumed that only they—the Zambrowskis, the Radkiewiczes, 
the Bermans—had the right to leadership, a monopoly over decid-
ing what was right for the Polish nation." Moczar implied that 
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had not power been left in the hands of these people, to whom 
"patriots were dirt," but to ethnic Poles, Stalinist deviations could 
have been avoided. 

Werblan's article was a pioneering attempt by a Communist 
theoretician to interpret the history of his party in racist terms. 
Instead of the customary Marxist analysis, Werblan analyzed the 
history and problems of the Polish Communist movement in terms 
of relations and tensions between Polish "patriots," on one hand, 
and Jewish "cosmopolitans" or "Zionists , " on the other. His con-
clusion was that throughout the history of the Polish Communist 
movement, its problems, that is, its weakness during the prewar 
period, the Stalinist excesses, and the "revisionist tendencies" after 
the thaw, had all been due to the dominance of Jewish Commu-
nists. The present campaign thus received ideological justification as 
an attempt to solve a long delayed problem of Jewish domination 
within the party apparatus, the administration, the mass media, 
and higher education. As postwar problems were rooted in a 
cadres policy that "ignored the changes in the ethnic structure of 
society," these problems, Werblan stated, would find their solu-
tion when the "abnormal ethnic composition" in important fields 
of society were corrected. Thus, his treatise provided an ideologi-
cal justification for a Communist version of numerus clausus and, 
acquiring the weight of an official party statement, became the 
guide of further purges. 

These events had several aspects. Seen in the historical per-
spective of the Polish Communist movement, they symbolized a 
definite end to the prewar Communist ethos and its spokesmen. 
Also, they formed a logical outcome of the party's post-194 5 his-
tory and the legacy of forcing a Communist regime on a deeply 
anti-Communist society. Abandoning the underground and taking 
over exclusive political power, the numerically small Communist 
party had been forced to assimilate into its cadres non-Communist 
ideological influences and people who at the end "gave the old 
Communists a true pogrom." In a way, this was "history's revenge 
for the violence that had been done to society." 3 9 From the point 
of view of tensions between "natives" and "Muscovites," these 
events represented the ultimate triumph of the former over the lat-
ter. On the level of the present relations between the party and 
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society at large, they formed the attack of the party apparatus on 
the student population, an assault against the liberal intelligentsia, 
and an attempt to relieve social discontent through the classical 
method of channeling it against a scapegoat. Also, these events 
may be viewed as an attempt by a powerful party faction to bridge 
the gap between the ruled and the rulers through chauvinism, anti-
liberalism, and populist anti-intellectualism; or, in a closely related 
perspective, as an attempt to revive and merge a prewar Polish 
nationalistic ideology with Communist supremacy. Viewed in the 
context of the emergence of the reform movement in Czechoslova-
kia and the dissident movement in the USSR, it was an effort to 
discipline and intimidate society and to prevent or counteract simi-
lar developments on the Polish scene. On the level of the power 
struggle within the Polish party, these events marked the police 
faction's and the ambitious second-level functionaries' full-scale 
thrust for power,40 where aggressive nationalism, anti-Semitism, 
and anti-intellectualism would channel social discontent into popu-
lar support or, at least, passivity. Seen in the same perspective, 
these events mirrored the party leadership's defense, which met the 
assault with neither submission nor confrontation but by seeking 
to disarm it through adapting its tone and assimilating its pro-
gram. Thus, these events were more than they seemed. Behind the 
smoke screen of the "anti-Zionist" campaign, there were several 
other objectives and struggles. 

For the members of the generation, these events resulted in a 
total existential defeat: the sudden slide down the social ladder, 
the bankruptcy of their moral, ideological, and political life invest-
ment, and, in the end, their forced emigration. Whether they 
worked in the party apparatus, state administration, scientific in-
stitutes, universities, publishing houses, local industrial manage-
ment, factories, cooperatives, or the institutions of the Jewish sec-
tor, almost all were personally affected. Both as a collective and as 
individuals, they were singled out, slandered, ostracized, de-
graded, threatened, and intimidated with breathtaking intensity 
and a malignance that could not be compensated for by rather 
sporadic and discreet individual expressions of sympathy and sup-
port. They were made suspect, accused of being servants of var-
ious "anti-Polish forces," purged from the party and from their 
jobs. A large proportion of their children were expelled from the 
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universities (some imprisoned), and those still in school were often 
persecuted or mobbed in various ways. During the course of these 
events, their world fell apart. 

Can a collective existential defeat of this magnitude be mea-
sured? Can individual tragedies and reactions to a collapse of such 
vastness and depth be extracted from the tangled tissue of accumu-
lated experience, complex image, perception, and pain? Can they 
be compared or typified? This hardly seems possible, and only 
some directions can be pointed out. Thus, despite the basic unity 
of their defeat, their reactions to this traumatic experience varied 
in nuance, individual content, and extent. Most were dismissed 
from the party. Leaving a party to which their lives and identity 
had been so closely connected was a tragedy for them all. How-
ever, their moral reaction and concrete behavior varied, ranging 
from, at one extreme, those who attempted to save their party 
membership, position, or world view through humiliating acts of 
public "anti-Zionist" declarations to those who, profoundly en-
raged and deeply offended, forestalled their approaching dismissal 
and left the party on their own initiative. In the middle were those, 
probably the majority, who at first not able to say, "The party is 
wrong," merely said, "The accusations are undeserved," hoping to 
weather the storm and retain what was left of their convictions. 
All were badly hurt, but the depths of their wounds varied. On an 
individual level, those who had believed the strongest suffered 
the most. They were the least prepared for the total collapse of 
their vision, and the depth of their defeat caught them by surprise. 
It was among this group that the suicides took place. In a different 
way, almost equally badly hurt were those who had opted for 
complete ethnic conversion. Having raised their children free from 
awareness of their Jewish origin, they faced the additional tragedy 
of their sons' or daughters' deep identity crisis. Also deeply 
affected were those who had been "nothing but Communists" and 
the most devoted careerists who had been "nothing but the mana-
gers": both were suddenly denied the very foundations of their 
identity. Least caught by surprise and thus relatively least hurt 
were those who doubted the most. Only seemingly paradoxically, 
among them were those who had been most resigned and cynical 
and those who had been most rebelliously resistant during the 
postthaw period. Compared to the others, such attitudes had, in a 
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way, prepared them and lessened the shock. Attempting to sim-
plify the myriad individual tragedies and reactions to a discernible 
pattern, it appears that the non-Jewish Jews were, as a rule, more 
hurt than the Jewish Jews and that the depth of the shock and the 
intensity of the pain paralleled one's former devotion (and, less 
necessarily, one's former sociopolitical position). 

All such differences aside, they were all in a state of shock, 
embitterment, and humiliation. Although some were comforted by 
expressions of moral support from friends and colleagues, others 
received abusive telephone calls or anonymous letters urging them 
to "stop eating the bread of Poland" and "go to Palestine." On the 
corridor walls in the apartment houses where some of them lived 
were painted slogans: "Here live Jews" or "Judases go home." 
Whether caused by indifference or fear, around many of them 
there suddenly appeared a vacuum: they were avoided by their 
former colleagues and collaborators, as if contaminated. Com-
munist Poland, to which they had given their best years and which 
they had helped to shape, suddenly turned its wrath on them, 
appearing as they had never seen it before. The Communist party, 
their former frame of reference, the pivotal point of their lives, and 
the core of their identity emerged now as a semi-Fascist, nation-
alistic movement, similar to the prewar anti-Semites and Commu-
nist haters of the Endeks (National Democrats). What they per-
ceived as their deeds and sacrifices for the Communist cause were 
now declared to have been of no value or, even, harmful. Their 
party newspaper, Trybuna Ludu, now published articles and 
declarations that caused many of them to refer to Voelkischer 
Beobachter, and the leading political journalist of the Communist 
state's television, Karol Malcuzynski, commenting on the "anti-
Polish campaign conducted in the West by the Zionists," re-
marked that it would not be surprising if Poles reacted by "ruffian 
anti-Semitism," that is, pogroms. The movement that had given 
meaning to their lives now expelled them, denying them mem-
bership in the nation in which their forefathers had grown up. This 
was the ultimate confrontation in the course of which their hopes 
were proven empty, their image of the world and themselves in it 
false, and their lives, as they had lived them, tragically wrong. It 
was an earthquake without end. Their world fell apart. As one 
remarked, " Wszystko wzielo w leb" (Everything fell through). 

Thus bankrupt, they faced the fateful choice: to remain despite 
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all the degradation or—as the government opened the doors of 
emigration and pushed—to leave. What spoke for emigration was 
their deeply wounded pride, the collapse of their world view and 
self-perception, their ousting from the party and their jobs, their 
badly hurt identity, and the prospects for their children. What 
spoke against emigration was their lifelong investment in terms of 
deeds, thoughts, and emotions, their identification with the cul-
ture, language, and traditions, and a pride that moved them to 
defiant determination to retain the right to self-identification. To 
accept reality and leave required acknowledging the failure, the 
defeat of their entire life course. They could either go to an Israel 
built by their Zionist peers and former rivals or to the Western 
capitalism they had fought. In addition, several had non-Jewish 
spouses or children who refused to leave. Moreover, approaching 
or in their sixties, some ill and most without a profession that 
could be exported to the West, they feared the prospects of becom-
ing refugees and starting anew for a fourth time in their lives. 
Thus, there were different, parallel, and most often contradictory 
motives present in each individual life situation. The overall out-
come was that some members of the generation stayed, but the 
large majority left in an emigration that closely resembled a forced 
explusion. 

In this, the generation followed the overall reaction of all re-
maining Polish Jews. Surrounded by a massive wall of official hos-
tility and a largely intimidated or indifferent society, for most there 
was nothing to do but leave. The forms of their exodus were as 
humiliating as the events that led up to it: all the emigrants were 
forced to renounce their Polish citizenship, and, paying the equiva-
lent of more than two average monthly salaries, receive a travel 
document for the stateless, valid for a one-way trip to Israel. In 
renouncing their citizenship, they also had to state that they felt 
bound to Israel rather than to Poland, disavow all claims to pen-
sions or compensation of any kind, and pay to the state treasury 
the estimated equivalent of the costs of their children's studies.41 

The net result of this emigration, which reached its peak between 
1968 and 1969 but continued at a slower pace until the mid-
1970s, was the end of Polish Jewry. Most probably, nearly 20,000 
Jewish refugees left Poland, leaving some 5,000, mostly aged, 
behind.42 

Thus, defeated, embittered and largely disoriented, beginning to 
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reinterpret the past or discover new perspectives, regretful or stub-
born, they left. Their private tragedies—the loss of friendships, 
anticipation of loneliness and culture estrangement, sometimes di-
vorce, leaving or being left by children—added to the bitterness of 
their downfall. Although their individual perceptions of the depth 
of their defeat varied, in emigrating they all left behind the dreams 
of their youth, the beliefs that had guided them through the tur-
moil of their lives, the core of their identity, and most of their 
deepest convictions. In addition to leaving the country that had 
been their native land, they left their political hopes, the party, and 
the movement that had formed the existential framework and 
meaning of their lives. Although several still regarded themselves 
as Communists, the last true Communists, and a few nourished 
some unclear hopes of rehabilitation and return, for most, their 
former convictions and faith had proven to be illusion and their 
previous hopes hardly more than self-deceit. 

In a way, the wheel had come full circle. They had entered on 
the road of becoming Polish-Jewish Communists when they were 
not much more than youngsters. Now, four decades later, they 
stood empty-handed. As one of them said, "I gave forty years 
of my life, and now I was where I once started." Thus, leaving 
Poland, often on board the Chopin Express to Vienna, baptized 
by the correspondent of the British Daily Mail "the heartbreak 
train," those who realized the extent and finality of their defeat 
were thinking, "Kolysalismy martwe dziecko," or, if they still 
thought in Yiddish, "Mir hobtt gevigt a toyt kind" (We had 
dandled a dead baby). 



Chapter Seventeen 

Looking Back 

Here the story of the generation ends. Defeated and disoriented, 
they spread around the world, although most went to Sweden, 
Denmark, and Israel. 

At the beginning, they were greatly bewildered. Stunned by their 
defeat and choked with bitterness, they could not find answers to 
the questions that were tormenting them. Had they been wrong all 
along, deaf and blind? Or had they been right, at least at the begin-
ning? What went wrong, when, and why? What had they done 
with their lives? Thus, in the first years after the defeat they were 
uncertain, violent, and imprecise, their thoughts and emotions 
haunted by the ghosts of the distant and recent past. Torn between 
their past perceptions and situations, their uprooted present, and 
the uncertain course of the future, they entered a painful process of 
réévaluation and reorientation, the ethnic and political compart-
ments of their identities aching and fermenting in the search for 
new balance and content. In other words, they were in the process 
of internalizing and adapting to their new existential situation. 
Gradually, through the years, they accepted this outcome, drawing 
their conclusions from their biographies and from the historic 
events in which they had participated. 

What happens at the end of a road is remembered best, and the 
burden of their defeat, its circumstances, and the paths that led to 
it overshadow memories, coloring their interpretation and evalua-
tion. The members of the generation have adjusted themselves in 
their new countries but—especially those outside Israel—have not 
become wholly integrated into these new cultures. Today they live 
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in the present, particularly through their children and grandchil-
dren, but the high point of their lives lies far in the past. In a way, 
their present lives are, as one put it, a postscriptum. 

In retrospect, their Jewishness1 appears to them as a factor that 
strongly influenced the course of their lives. Thus taught by experi-
ence, they have became more conscious and more affirmative, per-
ceiving their Jewishness in terms of interdependence, of sharing 
the same "Jewish fate" and looking at the world through "Jewish 
eyes." Still atheistic and having retained their materialistic view of 
the world, they do not perceive being a Jew in terms of religion but 
rather as sharing a collective memory, a history, and a heritage of 
ethics and culture. 

They are former Communists and former Poles: thus, the Jewish 
compartment of their identity has, as a rule, become its central 
core. Their Polish subidentity still exists but, being an open wound 
and a source of pain, has lost its previously independent and cen-
tral position. For those living outside Israel, the subidentity de-
rived from their new countries is largely devoid of ethnic content, 
forming a civil framework of citizen's rights and duties and a ves-
sel for their Polish-Jewish ethnicity. Against this background, their 
Polish and Jewish subidentities have traversed: while previously 
their Jewishness marked the specific quality of their Polishness, 
today their Polishness functions as a closer specification of their 
Jewishness. 

Reinforced by their life experience, the shadow of anti-Semitism 
plays a central role in their current Jewish identity. Closely con-
nected, their perception of Israel currently occupies a very impor-
tant place in their identity and concern. It is in their view of the 
importance of Israel (and what they now see as the basically cor-
rect course of their Zionist peers and former rivals) that the most 
radical change in their identity has taken place. 

Do they regret what they have done and been? Yes and no. 
Although in retrospect many would fully agree with the Yiddish 
phrase, "Mir hobn getanzt oyf a fremde hasene" (We have been 
dancing at a stranger's wedding), they are not ashamed of the past 
course of their identity and action, understanding its determinants 
in the conditions, circumstances, and perspectives of the time. 
Such understanding aside, many grieve over their past perceptions, 
attitudes, and conduct. Also, knowing how it all ended, many re-
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gret that they did not join (or remain in) the Zionist movement 
and some that they did not avoid politics altogether. Above all, 
they regret that they did not see it through and did not depart at a 
much earlier stage: if not at the time of the Moscow trials, then 
after the Soviet experience or in the mid-1950s. 

Today, most of them express varying degrees of anticommu-
nism. However, this should not be misunderstood: their lives have 
forced them to realize the impossibility of the Communist vision, 
not its moral falsity. In this light, these former millennialists have 
become resigned pragmatists. As such, they are strongly suspicious 
of all Utopias. Still convinced that a life without dreams and vi-
sions would merely be vegetation, in the sphere of politics and 
society, they give prominence to patient step-by-step improvement 
and reform. In this perspective, they also stress the fundamental, 
not only existential, importance of children, family, and primary 
social setting: it is within the framework of such settings that one's 
social pathos must first be examined. 

In their present opinions, most appear to be close to a liberal or 
softly Social Democratic view of society and politics. In their view 
of world politics, they are, as a rule, utterly suspicious of Soviet 
intentions (as well as fearful of the rise of terrorism and religious 
fundamentalism). In their new surroundings, many miss the exis-
tence of a political party that would unite a liberal or moderately 
Social Democratic domestic program with a firmer defense of 
Western democratic values. However, even here there are grada-
tions and exceptions: those few who still regard themselves as 
spokesmen of a true, yet currently nonexistent communism are 
more positive toward the Communist countries and more suspi-
cious of the West than the others. 

A few still hold onto their former dreams. Looking back into the 
history of the Communist movement and analyzing the present 
political situation, they look for crucial turning points, where the 
degeneration began, and for possibilities of a return to the right 
path. Most who hold this view see the beginning and the source of 
deviation in the Stalinization of the Soviet Union, that is, in the 
rejection of Lenin's New Economic Policy in the 1920s and the 
elimination of factions and free opinion within the party. Conse-
quently, they still have hope, placing it in the changed political 
course of the USSR or, as they say, in the return to true Leninism. 
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Although very few, this group proves not only the persistence of a 
Communist vision as the backbone of their personal existence but 
also the deep existential significance this vision once had for them 
all. They prove, as one said, that "communism is easy to swallow 
but hard to spew up." 

As we have seen, the members of this generation were not the 
only Polish-Jewish radicals of their time. Differing in their 
strategies of emancipation, they shared a rejection of the contem-
porary world with their Zionist and Bundist peers. However, com-
pared to their peers, they were the most radical, the breadth and 
depth of their vision overreaching the alternatives. In that, they 
actualize and best exemplify the problematic of "Jewish radical-
ism" and "Jewish radicals." 

To begin with, it is necessary to clearly state what is meant by 
"radicalism" and "radical ." Being radical means to go against an 
established view of society, its order, social institutions, and condi-
tions of human existence. It means to provide a countervision and, 
in the company of like-minded people, to commit oneself to the 
struggle for its realization through fundamental sociopolitical 
change and reconstruction. In other words, it means to have the 
determination, courage, and strength to fight to replace the pre-
vailing social, political, and moral paradigm with a new and essen-
tially different one. 

Political radicalism is frequently based on demands for social 
justice. However, these two concepts should not be confused: the 
former is an identity and praxis that aims at a deep social change, 
while the latter may be its goal or spirit. With regard to an existing 
reality, radicalism implies its rejection and the will to change. 
Whether from the left or the right, by this definition, all radicals 
are extremists and all extremists radical. 

The question of Jewish radicalism and/or Jewish radicals arose 
in response to the empirical fact of the large presence of Jews 
among revolutionaries and rebels. As previously hinted at, this 
question often has been mistreated. The most flagrant cases mys-
tify the phenomenon by attributing some inherent radicalism to 
Judaism or finding some inherently Jewish traits in radicalism. 
Moreover, this question is often treated in a reductionist or circular 
manner. In addition, the concepts of "Jewish radicalism" and 
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"Jewish radicals" are frequently used in a way that implies an in-
terchangeability, which results in an even greater confusion. 

Focusing on its traits and causes, discussions of Jewish radical-
ism seem to presuppose the existence of this particular kind of 
" i s m " as a distinct and discernible entity. But, does it really exist? 
Do we not take for granted something that should be shown and 
proven before its characteristics and causes can be debated? In 
fact, on closer examination, it appears that there is no particular 
Jewish radicalism in the sense of a special ideology or inclination, 
just as there is no particular Dutch, Russian, or American radical-
ism. Instead of these alleged national " i sms , " there exist radical 
ideologies rooted in, stimulated by, applied to, or perceived 
through the particular sets of conditions and traditions of these 
societies and cultures. Thus, there might be as many Jewish radical-
isms as there are possibilities to mix the essential traits of Jewish 
culture, of particular Jewish predicaments and radical ideologies. 

Similarly, there are no Jewish radicals, if by this is meant a 
homogeneous category of individuals who are similar to all other 
radical Jews and different from all other radical Gentiles. If there 
was such a category of Jewish radicals, it would have to comprise 
all Jews who are radical and all radicals who are Jewish: Trotsky, 
Ben-Gurion, Jabotinsky, and Meir Kahane (not to speak of Moses, 
the prophets, and Jesus). Thus, if used in such a wrongly phrased 
or dimly thought through manner, the concepts of "Jewish radi-
calism" and of "Jewish radicals" appear ahistorical, reductionist, 
and, simply, empty of content. 

What seems to be hidden behind these concepts are (1) different 
radical, specifically Jewish ideologies (i.e., ideologies concerned 
with a radical social change seen in the perspective of distinctly 
Jewish predicaments, problems, and prospects), and (2) different 
categories of Jews inspired by and united in the s a m e — 
particularistic or global—radical ideologies and corresponding 
political objectives. The former are not the subject of our present 
concern. As for the latter, the question of radical Jews (as of radi-
cal Frenchmen, Poles, Germans, or Swedes) should be viewed as 
one of becoming and one of being. 

The question of becoming a radical Jew is fundamentally one of 
the general mechanisms of formation, functioning through the 
fabric of a specific Jewish social situation and culture. As shown in 
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the case of this generation, its members became and stayed Polish-
Jewish Communists (i) through the combined impact of their spe-
cific cultural heritage and social situation, which jointly produced 
a radical potential among peers and a scope of alternative options 
for identity and action; (2) through the mixture of conditions and 
decisive, noncoincidental contingencies that determined their ini-
tial choices (and that to a decreasing degree continued to influence 
their choices all along the way); and (3) through the reciprocative 
character of individual and collective formation, as well as 
through the consequential nature of the steps and stages within the 
process of becoming which, diminishing the role of contingency 
and increasing the role of consequential determinants, restricted 
the field of available "obvious" options within the path along 
which their social and moral career developed. 

Thus, the mechanisms that formed these people were general: 
they apply to and have formed other individuals and other ethno-
political generations as well. What made them and their genera-
tion distinct was the joint impact of the particular content through 
and in the fabric of which these general mechanisms functioned: 
the concrete elements of their cultural heritage which they assimi-
lated in a specific way, the particular traits of their social situation, 
their specific inclinations, reactions, and perceptions, the particu-
lar sociopolitical events and processes, the special influences, con-
ditions, contingencies, and circumstances decisive to their choices 
and actions. 

Once these people became committed Communists of their spe-
cific kind and time, they did not cease to evolve. Although becom-
ing is a continuous process, however, we also speak of being. We 
say "they are," "they were," or "they have been," by which we 
mean a seemingly unchangeable location and continuity of indi-
viduals or collectives within a slice of time. Although being is a 
segment of becoming, an action and/or a state of mind frozen in a 
slice of time and as such merely an analytical abstraction, it is 
indispensable for our communication. It describes discernible, pro-
longed stages in an ongoing process, periods during which an ob-
ject does not go through dramatic, fundamental change but rather 
retains its essential core. In this sense, we speak of being radical 
Jews. 

Being a radical is the result of having become one, that is, of 
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having assimilated a radical ideology and demonstrating this 
through radical political action. The term "radical Jews" denotes 
those radicals who had grown through, from, and were influenced 
by a particular Jewish situation and culture. As we have seen in the 
case of this generation, the particular circumstances of their be-
coming Polish-Jewish Communists deeply influenced their being, 
coloring their political culture and mode of thinking, feeling, and 
acting in ways that made them in several respects similar to each 
other and different from others. This quality of particularity and 
sameness was initially produced by the specific factors of their 
cultural and social background. In the course of their lives, this 
particularity was counteracted by the uniform character of their 
ideological vision and political action and by their desire to lessen 
or erase what distinguished them from others. At the same time, 
this was reinforced by the perception and action of those others 
who ascribed to them varying kinds of actual or imagined distin-
guishing traits and by their own life experience, which—due to all 
these factors—was in several respects different from that of others. 
Thus, they were like all other Communists but also different from 
them: they were moved by additional dreams, perspectives, in-
clinations, anxieties, and concerns. 

In this sense of the mechanisms and content of becoming and 
being, they exemplify not only the issue of radical Jews but also of 
ethnopolitical generations. 

Although many of these people had great problems coming to 
terms with the balance of their lives and their new reality—some 
ending their lives in emptiness or despair—the collective defeat of 
the generation meant in another way the possibility for revival for 
many of the members. In every defeat there exist the seeds of resur-
rection: in their collective defeat, there were seeds of individual 
liberations from deeply rooted stereotypes, compulsive views, and 
traditional perspectives. This is what happened to many of them: 
they survived, coming out of their defeat wiser and, in a way, 
strengthened. 

However, did they survive as a generation? In its collective 
downfall, the generation was shattered, spread around the world, 
the remains of its vision, shared present, and common sociopoliti-
cal location stolen away. Are they, then, still a generation? 
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A sociological generation is formed by contemporaries inspired 
by a sharing of the same historical experience and the same "ex-
istential terms of reference"2 that, ensured by the same set of 
social institutions, produces and demonstrates the same typical 
identity. If a generation is formed by a flow of decisive and rel-
evant experience "producing a collective mentality and morality," 
resulting in that its members "feel themselves linked by a com-
munity of standpoints, beliefs and wishes,"3 it lasts until new ex-
periences nullify the value of the earlier system of meanings. In 
addition, a common geographic and sociopolitical location, identi-
ty, and action are essential for a generation to be an actuality. 
Also, a generation expresses itself in being perceived as such by its 
members and by others. 

What these people still have in common today is a shared past 
location, identity, and action, a consciousness of it, a largely com-
mon self-definition whose core is focused on the past, an identity 
that to a large degree has a root of commonality, and the out-
sider's perception of their life career as shared and common. How-
ever, they do not share the same present location in terms of geogra-
phy, society, political vision, and action. In addition, they lack 
their previously shared future perspective. In short, they share a 
common past but lack a shared present and common future, the 
lack of such commonality being the consequence of their defeat. 
Hence, it would appear that even if they still define themselves as 
members of a generation, they are, to say the least, less so than 
before. Moreover, if the present state of their identity is primarily 
defined as having been but no longer being Polish-Jewish Com-
munists, then even this contemporary sense of sameness is defined 
in a negative manner, that is, through a shared fate of not being 
what they once were. In other words, their sense of continuing to 
be members of a generation is defined through the end of a genera-
tion as an actuality. In this view, even if their defeat in one sense 
meant for many of them a subsequent rebirth as individuals, it also 
meant the definite, although incomplete, downfall of their collec-
tive. 

Looked at in retrospect, their lives appear to be conditioned and 
in many ways determined. Yet, at the same time, they contained 
several potential turning points at which the alteration of a 
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seemingly settled course of career was possible. Taken together, 
these two aspects generate many " i f s " and "what ifs," as well as 
the question of bad or good luck. 

The importance of luck as a crucial factor in the events of their 
lives parallels the degree of their helplessness at different points of 
time, of not being free to make decisions, of being, that is, objects. 
The more they were objects, the larger the significance of luck. 
However, regarding luck as a concept and examining it more 
closely, one discovers that a part of what is called luck can be 
translated into coincidence and another part into contingency. 
There is not much to be done about pure coincidence: it escapes 
our control and the ability to forecast. But it is different with con-
tingency. If contingencies occur within a given system of condi-
tions, then what is called good or bad luck becomes a question of a 
continuum of probabilities of encountering factors with an essen-
tial bearing on one's life: within a given system of conditions, 
some things are more likely to occur than others. Thus, even con-
tingencies are broadly determined by conditions. This weight of 
conditions in determining the path of a career and a becoming is 
reinforced still more by its consequential character: as a rule, every 
step in this process falls within the field of options contained in the 
previous one. Taken together, these factors generate a picture of 
actors who, despite their individual dreams and desires, cannot 
overcome the ballast of determinants and whose careers are, at 
least in a statistical sense, largely predictable. 

However, despite the weight of conditions and the consequen-
tial character of becoming which at every stage increases the prob-
ability of continuation on an already initiated path, radical re-
verses can and do happen. As we have seen, at certain points of 
their own and their society's history, some of those who began 
their career as Communists stepped or could have stepped aside 
from a seemingly determined path. For some, this happened—for 
more, it could have happened—at the time of the dissolution of 
the KPP, under the influence of their Soviet experience or the thaw 
and the events connected with it. Focusing attention on such re-
verses, it seems, in general terms at least, that what makes them 
possible is a combination, or any one, of three factors: ( i ) dramat-
ic social or political events and their individual interpretations, 
(z) contingent encounters with new ideological significant others, 
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and (3) significant personal experiences of traumatic intensity. 
Under the influence of such factors, there might occur conscious 
individual réévaluations of the past and a decision to radically 
change the future course of one's life. Common in all such situa-
tions is that the decision to reverse or, really, take any consciously 
chosen existential option must in the last instance be made by the 
individuals themselves. Thus, people are not necessarily doomed 
to be slaves in determined conditions. What is determined by so-
cial and political factors, as well as by the element of contingency, 
is merely (1) a spectrum of alternative options for individual 
choice, and (2) a continuum of probabilities for choosing one 
of the alternatives, as conditioned by the actors' background and 
earlier experience. Having this margin of freedom, in no situation 
can the individual escape his or her existential responsibility for 
what he or she is and what he or she does or does not do. 

The fact that the potentialities for human action that reside in 
every given situation are always conditioned, but seldom totally 
determined, also means that if the study of human beings and their 
society is to avoid the pitfall of simplification and reductionism— 
"the yes-or-no crude model treated as reality itself '4—it should 
not only inquire into what has happened but also attempt to ex-
plore what could have happened and why it did not happen. 

Scattered all over the world, the members of the generation are 
today nearing or in their eighties. Many of their comrades have 
already died. As the common history of Poland and Jews is over 
and as they, in their own way, were the last to carry it on, they are 
not only the last Jewish Communists of Poland but also among the 
last Polish Jews. Looking back on their lives and at the contempo-
rary world, it appears that they were also the last genuine millen-
nialists of their kind, or, as they would prefer to say, the last true 
Communists. 







Generations, Career, Jewish 
Identity: Conceptual 

Framework 

Guided by the spirit of historical sociology, this study addresses the ques-
tion of generations, career, and individual and collective formation. It is 
based on the life career and experience of the Jewish Communists of 
Poland: thus, it also in part attempts to address the issue of the relation 
between Jews and political radicalism in general, the connection between 
ethnicity and politics, and the more existential problem concerning hu-
man beings as subjects and objects of history. 

Those who form the subject matter of this study referred spontaneous-
ly to themselves as the "generation of former Polish-Jewish Commu-
nists." This self-definition obviously contains elements of individuality, 
of collective becoming (becoming a generation), and of ethnopolitical 
identity (Polish-Jewish Communists, former Polish-Jewish Communists). 
All these elements of self-definition are either processes or the results of 
processes that took place along individual and societal time dimensions. 
They must therefore be placed in a perspective that combines the indi-
vidual and the collective and that places both in time. 

Schematically, societal facts can be treated as either fixed states and 
relations or as processes. In the former case, a sociologist poses questions 
about a particular societal fact (a group, an institution), what it is like, 
how it is constructed, how it functions, and so on. In the latter case, he or 
she wonders about its genesis and/or its development. The former per-
spective is static, the latter dynamic; the former emphasizes system and 
equilibrium, the latter change and conflict.1 Both rest on particular 
assumptions about the nature of society and the individual. 

3 2 5 
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Criticism of structuralist-functionalist sociology has resulted in a re-
turn to more historically oriented social theory and research, with Elias, 
Eisenstadt, Moore, Bendix, Rokkan, Skocpol, Allard, and others as lead-
ers in the field. Discussions concerning historical sociology2 are based on 
the ambition to broaden the scope of sociological analysis by giving it 
both a past and future dimension. In this perspective, the sociologist 
observes social phenomena as dynamic processes of change rather than 
as static relations. Such a perspective and explanatory ambition represent 
a return to classical sociology's main questions and a criticism of sub-
stantial parts of modern sociology. The historical-sociological perspec-
tive has resulted in a partial methodological rapprochement between his-
tory and sociology and the will to understand the human agent from the 
perspective of his or her own predicament. This "unofficial" modern his-
tory as seen by actors has resulted in an intensive development of, among 
other things, oral history,3 in which both historians and sociologists are 
active. It has also brought about a renewed interest in classical sociology, 
best exemplified by the recent concern with the writings of Max Weber. 

In the context of this or similar studies, the most valuable asset offered 
by historical sociology is its combined perspective on both individual and 
collective becoming as sequences of a reciprocal process, relating actors 
and society on both individual and societal dimensions of time. A related 
asset is the notion that in order to explain and understand social and 
political movements and the problems of both individual and collective 
obedience and revolt, historical sociology must take into account the no-
tions, beliefs, and perceptions of human actors, their views concerning 
what is right and wrong, just and unjust, and relate them to the concrete, 
historical circumstances in which they act.4 

Theda Skocpol (1984) discerns three different trends or courses of re-
search in historical sociology. In one, sociologists apply general models 
to particular, historical cases; in another, they use concepts to arrive at a 
meaningful, historical understanding of social phenomena; and in a 
third, they analyze causal regularities in history. The intentions of this 
study fell within the second category, that is, the development and ap-
plication of concepts that provide a meaningful historical understanding 
of social phenomena. 

Let us now turn to some of these concepts. 

The Problem of Generations 

The starting points for attempting to tackle the problem of generation5 

are the analyses made by Karl Mannheim (1952) and Rudolf Heberle 
( 195 1 ) . In his classical essay, "The Problem of Generations," Mannheim 
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begins by criticizing positivist-biological and idealistic approaches to the 
notion of a generation. Although the basically biological factors of the 
birth and death of individuals are at the bottom of this issue, any biolog-
ical factors, he argues, must work themselves out "through the medium 
of social events"; thus, an analysis of social aspects is the key to under-
standing the sociological problem of generations. Having neither the 
discernible organizational framework of an association ("Gesellschaft-
gebilde") nor the existential closeness of a community ("Gemeinschaft-
gebilde") sociological generations are not "concrete social groups." 
Analogous to an individual's perception of class position, that is, a place 
in the economic and power structure of society, Mannheim believes, 
individuals are also conscious of belonging to the same generation; thus, 
"the unity of generations is constituted essentially by a similarity of loca-
tion of a number of individuals within a social whole" (1952.: 2.90). Be-
cause of this common location in their society, individuals belonging to a 
sociological generation perceive and act in a similar way. The concept of 
common location explains this similarity in thinking and acting, a simi-
larity that is produced neither by conscious choice nor by group mem-
bership. 

Mannheim (1952: 2.91) continues his analogy between an individual's 
belonging to a class and to a generation by concluding that 

both endow the individuals sharing in them with a common location in 
the social and historical process, and thereby limit them to a specific 
range of potential experience, predisposing them for a certain character-
istic mode of thought and experience, and a characteristic type of histor-
ically relevant action. Any given location, then, excludes a large number 
of possible modes of thought, experience, feeling and action, and restricts 
the range of self-expression open to the individual to certain circum-
scribed possibilities. This negative delimitation, however, does not ex-
haust the matter. Inherent in a positive sense in every location is a tenden-
cy pointing towards certain definite modes of behavior, feeling, and 
thought. 

Thus, in every location there is an "inherent" tendency that directs and 
limits the patterns of perception and action of those belonging to a gen-
eration. Location, however, involves more than contemporaneity. 
Sociological generations are established when members of age groups are 
"in a position to participate as an integrated group in certain common 
experiences. . .in the same historical and social circumstances" (195Z: 
298) and when they actually do so. 

This participation divides actual generations into their basic, tightly 
knit concrete units: " . . . those groups within the same actual generation 
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which work up the material of their common experiences in different 
specific ways, constitute separate generation units" ( 1951 : 304). These 
antagonistic generation units are created by "formative forces" and "in-
tegrative attitudes" that shape the "mental data" integrated in the con-
sciousness of the members of the units. From here, Mannheim arrives at 
his influential definition of generations and generation units: 

Whereas mere common "location" in a generation is of only potential 
significance, a generation as an actuality is constituted when similarly 
"located" contemporaries participate in a common destiny and in the 
ideas and concepts which are in some way bound up with unfolding. 
Within this community of people with a common destiny there can then 
arise particular generation-units. These are characterized by the fact that 
they do not merely involve a loose participation by a number of indi-
viduals in a pattern of events shared by all alike though interpreted by the 
different individuals differently, but an identity of responses, a certain 
affinity in the way in which all move with and are formed by their com-
mon experiences (1952: 306). 

The object of this study—Polish Jews who became Communists at the 
end of 1920s and in the beginning of 1930s and stayed in the Polish 
Communist movement until the end of the 1960s—form in Mannhei-
mian terms a generation unit. Within the interwar world of Polish Jewry, 
the young Communists, Zionists, and Bundists formed three antagonistic 
units in a generation of radicals. Their common social predicament and 
their refusal to accept it was what united them. Through the filter of their 
common but differently interpreted cultural heritage, they joined compet-
ing and mutually exclusive strategies of emancipation. These competing 
strategies created the essence of their mutual hostility. At the same time, 
however, their radicalism and refusal to accept the societal status quo 
formed the common core of their generation. (In this demographic gen-
eration, there was yet another unit—that of the young Orthodox Jews. 
This unit, however, was not oriented to the radical change of the social 
situation it shared with other units but rather at maintaining the main 
features of their traditional society. In Pindar's words, as used by Mann-
heim [1952: 283, 285], they were—compared to their Communist, Zion-
ist, and Bundist peers—noncontemporary contemporaries.) 

Despite the apparent usefulness of the concept of generation and gen-
eration unit, Mannheim's analysis by itself did not provide a sufficient 
theoretical apparatus for this study. In the problem of generations, the 
question of their coming into being, their evolution, and eventual dissolu-
tion are all of crucial importance and in need of further clarification. An 
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important step in search of such clarification w a s provided by Heberle 

( I 9 5 1 ) -
Heberle poses questions concerning the factors that constitute a gen-

eration in the context of political sociology. Discussing the problem, he 
concludes that a sociological generation "cannot be defined in biological 
terms and in terms of definite age groups, but has to be defined in terms 
of common and joint experiences, sentiments and ideas . " Thus , ' " a gen-
eration i s . . . a new w a y of feeling and understanding of life, which is 
opposed to the former w a y or at least different f rom it.' A generation is a 
phenomenon of collective mentality and morality. All the men of a gen-
eration feel themselves linked by a community of standpoints, of beliefs 
and wishes . " Such a generation "consists of contemporaries of approx-
imately the same a g e , " w h o " h a v e more in common with each other than 
with older or with younger people . " Because peers tend to associate with 
each other, generations understood in terms of collective mentality tend 
to form a basis for social groups striving for distinct political goals. 

This helps to clarify the concept of generations as consisting of " those 
individuals of approximately the same age w h o have shared, at the same 
age, certain politically relevant exper iences" ( 1 9 5 1 : 1 1 9 - 1 2 0 ) . These 
shared experiences are decisive in that they form individual peers' politi-
cal attitudes and outlooks and make them into a political generation. Polit-
tical generations are thus formed in response to decisive, politically rel-
evant experiences that take place during the formative period of life and 
on the basis of which actors create a new, common political perception 
that can find its expression in political movements. Heberle locates this 
formative period in the ages between twenty and thirty but adds that in 
certain cases, it may begin both earlier and later. 

Heberle exemplifies his discussion with a description of the generation 
of Nat ional Socialists in Germany : 

The Nazi movement in Germany w a s led by men and women w h o were 
born between 1 8 8 5 and 1 9 0 0 or w h o were between eighteen and thirty-
three years old when the catastrophe of 1 9 1 8 occurred. Even the old men 
among them were, in 1 9 1 4 , below thirty years of age, and therefore could 
not have had much political experience before the First World W a r inter-
rupted their civilian life. T h e w a r and its aftermath thus became the ex-
perience which w a s decisive for the formation of their political views. 
Regardless of which party they chose, their political thinking differed in 
many respects f rom that of the pre-war generation. Those w h o were 
already young men when the w a r began had at least some impressions of 
political life in Imperial Germany , perhaps already a political conviction 
and party affiliation. Those w h o were only boys when the w a r began 
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received their first notions of politics from the post-war internal troubles 
and were inclined to think of political action in terms of conflict and 
combat rather than in terms of consensus and compromise ( 1 9 5 1 : IZI) . 

The key concept in Heberle's understanding of generations is "deci -
sive, politically relevant experience." He clarifies this concept by break-
ing it down into three basic elements: the general social and political 
conditions prevailing in the society at the time when its members are in 
their formative period, the issues that are politically important during 
that period, and the concrete political and social events and actions that 
take place during that period. Although he does not develop the idea of 
the number of parallel generations, it appears that the number of political 
generations at a given time and place varies, as it depends on the number 
of politically decisive experiences " a v a i l a b l e " for people during their 
formative period. These decisive experiences not only form generations 
but also deeply influence their later political perceptions. Thus , a "polit i-
cally dominant" generation will differ in its world view and attitudes 
from young people w h o do not share its experiences. 

Generations are internally differentiated. Different subgroups are cre-
ated according to how their "politically decisive experiences" are actual-
ly experienced. Here Heberle's analysis connects to Mannheim's . The 
former concludes that these divisions might result f rom the influence of 
class membership on the actual perception of events. The result is the 
creation of different units within a generation. It appears that these units 
might also be antagonistic (which was a point made by Mannheim), but 
more important, they tend to be more or less influential. 

As differentiation exists within generations, so also it exists between 
them. These differentiations tend to be particularly intense at times of 
rapid social change. From the point of view of political tranquillity, it is 
beneficial for an established order if older, politically dominant genera-
tions permit an intermediate generation to share in political power . In 
this case, a continuity of political ideas might be secured. Otherwise, the 
members of a younger generation tend to participate in political move-
ments aimed at radical social change. 

In the context of this study, Heberle's concept of political generations 
and the factors that constitute them appears to be a further clarification 
and modification of Mannheim. In Mannheimian terms, the generation 
units of Polish-Jewish Communists , Zionists, and Bundists constitute 
together the generation of young radical Polish J e w s . In Heberle's terms, 
each of these collectives constitute a generation on its o w n , within which 
there might exist different generation units, or categories, mainly with 
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regard to the level of their general education, ideological schooling, 
power and status within their movements, and ethnopolitical identity. 

Thus, the individuals whose lives and times this study depicts were 
described as a "generation." In line with the Heberlian use of the con-
cept, this was done not only because of their self-definition but also be-
cause the Holocaust, the introduction of a one-party Communist regime 
in Poland, anti-Semitism, and the creation of the State of Israel all com-
bined to result in the disappearance of the Zionists and Bundists as com-
peting generation units from the sociopolitical scene of postwar Poland. 

Although Heberle's concept of "decisive, politically relevant experi-
ence" as a factor that forms a generation of peers into a sociological, or, 
as he calls it, a political generation, is very valuable, as Abrams points out 
(1982: 259—260), generations are not necessarily or exclusively born 
under the impact of single, dramatic events. They may also develop gra-
dually, under less traumatic but accumulated social experiences. In such 
cases, the process of formation has the character of an accumulating 
sequence of events. In the end, these can result in the birth of new genera-
tions with their common or shared mentalities, moralities, standpoints, 
and beliefs. 

Following this reasoning, it might be said that if a generation is 
brought forth in this way, it is difficult to establish the exact date of its 
birth and to pinpoint the decisive events that made it happen. In such 
cases, new generations have no exact time boundaries. Moreover, if the 
experiences that give rise to them are of a gradual, cumulative character, 
so is their visibility and their self-consciousness. In any case, even when 
new sociological generations emerge as a result of dramatic social and 
political events, their birth is not a single event but a historical process 
along individual and societal time dimensions, essentially identical with 
that which we perceive as gradual. The difference between these two pro-
cesses is quantitative, not qualitative. Simply put, the "gradual" process 
takes more time and is more difficult to observe. 

The sequential, time-oriented character of the formation of a genera-
tion is exemplified by the object of this study. Here we have seen indi-
viduals who through an individual and collective process came to consti-
tute a generation of Polish-Jewish Communists. Moreover, once formed, 
this generation evolved until it became what it is today. This points to the 
notion that generations always become, never are. The very term "gen-
eration" is necessarily time bound and as such historically dynamic: it 
thus implies time dimensions of past, present, and future. A generation 
might last a short or a long time, depending on the events and processes 
of change in a particular society. Even if a generation lasts for a long 
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historical period, the time dimension that constitutes the dynamics of its 
birth, growth, and dissolution must not be forgotten. A static generation 
is either an abstract construction made by a researcher, the result of the 
narrow perspective of its members, or a case of mistaken identity. If the 
perspective of becoming is not stressed, it will result in an unjustifiable 
ahistoricism. 

Let us continue this line of reflection. Despite its seemingly obvious 
appearance, Heberle's definition of generation as " a phenomenon of col-
lective mentality and morality" or a "community of standpoints, of be-
liefs and wishes" appears to neglect, or at least underestimate, the ele-
ment of action. This criticism applies also to Mannheim's concept of the 
'concrete bond. . . between members of a generation" and their poten-
tial capability "of being sucked into the vortex of social change" (1952.: 
303), as elements that constitute a generation as an actuality. 

Common attitudes and perceptions form but one side of the problem. 
A generation will materialize and leave its mark on a society only when 
its attitudes, ideas, and ways of being are expressed in social actions that 
are discernibly different from those of past or parallel generations. 
Moreover, it is questionable whether the subjective element in itself will 
suffice for a generation to become even a passive reality. Rather, it seems 
that elements of "collective mentality and morality" and of social action 
are two sides of the same generational coin, without either of which it 
will not appear at all. Although which comes first might be a matter for 
discussion, there is a reciprocity between those two aspects in which a 
generation finds expression: social actions and the subjective world of 
standpoints, beliefs, and wishes reinforce each other. Thus, generations 
are defined by the trinity of demography, identity, and action, all of 
which appear to be necessary if a sociological generation is actually con-
stituted. 

In the process of becoming, there is a reciprocal connection between 
actors and society. Individuals are formed by their society and its institu-
tions, which, in turn, change (or are maintained) under the impact of 
their actions. In this perspective, the identities of generations are formed 
in reaction to a society that forms their existential frame of reference. As 
this frame of reference changes, so generations and their identities evolve 
in response to such changes. If history would only mean a calendar of 
years or mere biological changes and not changing social realities, there 
would only be demographic generations, which in a sociological sense 
could not be discerned from one another. Thus, it is social change that, 
producing changing existential frames of reference, calls forth the arrival 
of new sociological generations on the scene of history. In turn, through 
their actions, the new generations generate further social change. 
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How can we discern different generations from each other? Abrams's 
( 1983 : 2 4 0 - 2 4 1 ) answer seems to be through observing "the flow of 
noticeably different types of common identity." This implies that for the 
observer and, as the self-consciousness of a generation grows, for its 
members, a generation manifests itself through the occurrence of a social-
ly discernible and large number of individuals who bear a common self-
perception and world view. Thus, the identity of a generation (whether it 
is called "common identity," "typical identity,"6 "identity type," 7 or 
whatever else) and the corresponding new pattern of action are what 
make it observable and discernible from others. 

Sociological generations are expressed in the mutually reinforcing ele-
ments of their identity and their particular course of action. In some his-
torical epochs, this reinforcing reciprocity makes identity and action into 
a compact whole. However, there might also be cases when a discernible 
gap appears between identity and action, most often as the result of insti-
tutional oppression. In such cases, members of a generation think and 
feel in a way different from what they must do.8 However, the suppres-
sion of action in accordance with identity, even if prolonged, cannot last 
forever, and the dynamic balance of generational identity and action tends 
to reestablish itself. In this case, it will occur either through the adjust-
ment of identity to the course and possibilities for action9 or through 
rebellion, whether it takes the form of an open revolt or a more or less 
socially sanctioned deviation. 10 

It seems that when individuals enter and identify themselves with an 
already established sociological generation, it appears to them as a gener-
alized other 1 1 with which they can identify and through which their own 
self-identification becomes more solid and stable. 12 Thus, their individual 
becoming is subordinated to and formed by the collectivity of their gen-
eration. When individuals do not enter already established generations 
but under the impact of their accumulated experiences form new ones, 
their individual becoming forms paths that lead to the collective becom-
ing of their generation. 

As the sociology of deviance has clearly demonstrated in a number of 
studies, 13 the time-oriented pattern of becoming applies as much to indi-
viduals as to collectives. The parallel lines of individual and collective 
becoming are powered by the same sequential dynamics of the process. 
The two time dimensions along which generations and their identities are 
created—the individual and the societal—might, as said before, either 
quickly catalyze the creation of new generations or lead gradually to the 
same effect. The traumatic experience of social upheaval in the form of 
war and revolution is most likely to produce the former effect, while the 
accumulating influence of gradual social changes will result in the latter. 
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Thus, as illustrated by Heberle, the Nazi generation was brought forth 
under the joint, traumatic influence that the German defeat in the First 
World War and its aftermath had on young Germans, whose—as Bar-
rington Moore (1978) put it—distinct moral earnestness changed into 
distinct moral outrage. This generation dissolved just as dramatically 
when a new decisive experience, the fall of the Third Reich and its ideol-
ogy, smashed the foundations of its identity. The generation of Orthodox 
Eastern European Jews, however, came forth as a result of prolonged 
processes over a long period of time. Although decimated in the flames of 
the Holocaust—engineered by the Nazi generation—and transplanted 
from its native soil, its remnants still remain. 

It was noted earlier in passing that just as the processes in which the 
formation of a generation takes place are historically constructed, so also 
is the awareness that a new generation has come forth. It would appear 
that the perception of a new generation, both as perceived from the out-
side and as a self-conscious actuality, is to some degree a post factum 
category that slowly and gradually follows in the footsteps of the genera-
tion becoming itself. In this context, it appears that the outside perception 
of emergence confirms and reinforces the self-awareness of members. 

In any case, if a new sociological generation comes into being as the 
result of dramatic social and political experience, the awareness of its 
existence will be delayed less than when it comes into being as result of 
prolonged, accumulated sequences of experience. In both cases, however, 
as generations emerge, their formation is perceived with an unavoidable 
delay. The reason for this must obviously be that perception is also a 
historically constructed process, that is, it too takes place along a time 
dimension. As a shadow follows a man on the pavement in order to 
eventually catch up with him, so awareness of generational becoming 
follows the process of its formation. Those who later can be identified as 
the founders or forerunners of a generation are seldom aware of that or 
what they are founding. Those most aware of the existence of a genera-
tion are the late fellow-travelers, who have been a little slow in catching 
the already well-advanced train of generational identity and action. In 
this context, one could risk the qualified guess that self-conscious mem-
bers of the famous 1968 French generation, that is, those who refer to 
themselves as such, are many more today than during or shortly after the 
May events that gave it birth. 

Some Further Considerations 

A researcher facing the problem of the formation of generations on an 
empirical level has, in addition to the obvious duty to address the genera-
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tion in its dynamic essentials, the choice of treating it as a static abstrac-
tion. Such a practice however, must be carried out in accordance with a 
perspective that does not result in taking the subject of the research 
process for what it is not. 

Treating a generation as a static abstraction is an operation in which a 
concrete generation, although always in the process of becoming, can be 
frozen at a given moment and taken out of the river of time. This opera-
tion can be compared to taking a photograph at a football game. If 
looked at after the game, the photograph will not tell us the reason why 
or according to what rules it was played, which prior factors affected its 
course, how it ended, and so on. In other words, a photograph has 
no meaning of its own; it becomes meaningful only when placed in the 
larger context of knowledge concerning the photographed situation. When 
placed in such a context, however, the freezing of a concrete situation 
may help us better discern its details and configurations—the expression 
of joy, anger, or sorrow, the exact position of the players in relation to 
each other, and so on—that we had not known or that might have 
escaped our attention while the game was actually being played. We 
should not, however, forget that the position of the players, the result of 
the game, or the expressions of feeling and thought as documented on the 
photograph actually changed in the next moment and continued to 
change until the game's completion. Nor should we forget that all the 
passive and active participants of the game, their thoughts and feelings, 
and the broader setting in which it took place, continued to change after 
the game. Although invisible in the photograph, change is the central 
parameter of a process, and it is only its microscopic segment that the 
photographer has selected and the photograph has made eternal. In fact, 
the most important function the photograph has for us is helping us to 
remember, that is, to reverse the operation of taking out a frozen segment 
of time and putting it back into the river of consecutive changes from 
which it was extracted. 

There is a connection between the different temporal characteristics 
as contained in these two research perspectives and our own position in 
time. As previously discussed, while the dynamic perspective of becoming 
contains the dimensions of past, present, and future, the static perspec-
tive of being gives us a picture of a segment of a chain, frozen at a mo-
ment, that is, in the middle of its present. In the first perspective, the 
temporal position of the observer with regard to be object of observation 
is place somewhere between present and future: from where we stand, we 
can see that part of the story which has already taken place and what is 
happening now. We can with some accuracy also attempt more or less 
qualified guesses as to how the story will end. In the second perspective, 
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the static one, we see a section of the former, dynamic process, a section 
that had once been frozen and is no more. The position of the observer 
with regard to the object of observation is thus that of a distant future. 

These are the differences. What unites both perspectives for the obser-
ver is that despite all dissimilarities, the types of perceptions that result 
from them are continuously and similarly reinterpreted in accordance 
with changes in the observer and his or her larger social setting. These 
continuous reinterpretations express the dynamic, time-structured rela-
tionship between the subject and the object of perception, of which the 
particular perceptions of the observer are the product. 

"What is the nature of the present itself? If we look at it closely, we 
must say: it is a point without extension, the point in which the future 
becomes the past; when we say to ourselves, 'This is the present,' the 
moment has already been swallowed by the past . " 1 4 Being is a segment 
of becoming. From such a perspective, the abstract, intellectual construc-
tion of a static state might complete the picture of dynamic change—or 
of becoming—with analysis of the tissue of what is being changed. This 
seems to be the essence of, and the only justification for, applying a static 
view to social phenomena in general and to the problem of generations in 
particular. 

In the course of their lives and of the history of their society, the iden-
tity of those who form a generation evolves and their social position 
changes. In this study, this pattern of change is described as a career. 
Developed and applied for the analysis of deviant careers, the concept of 
career signifies an "official position, jural relations, and style of life" as 
well as "the regular sequence of changes that career entails in the per-
son's self and in his framework of imagery for judging himself and 
others" (Goffman 1968: 1 19) . The former is a social career, the latter a 
moral one. The social career contains the "objective" aspects of action 
and structure, while the moral career designs the "subjective" aspects, 
that is, intellectual, ideological, and ethical becoming. Seen together, the 
changes in identity and social position connect the individual and the 
society in which he or she acts and delineate the contours of becoming. 
By showing the development of a "distinct moral career—the career of 
revolution" as "linked to the life cycle of the individual and to the histor-
ical timing of individual lives in the larger process of social history" 
( 1982: 282-283) , this concept was proven by Philip Abrams to be highly 
applicable even for the analysis of revolutionaries and their formation. 

Thus, in the context of this study, the concept of career refers to the 
pattern of changes in identity, action, and social position for the indi-
vidual members of the generation, for its different segments, and for the 
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generation as a whole. Historically timed and conditioned by society and 
politics, the total of this changing pattern delineates the life career of the 
generation. Understood in this way, the concept of career allows us to 
discern the paths of the generation's self-perception, world view, posi-
tion, and action as changing around turning points and connected to the 
history of its times and society. Thus, we have seen the individual paths 
that led into the Communist movement and the revolutionary career that 
developed within it. In the course of this career, the generation was 
formed. It was further shaped as a discernible and internally structured 
entity through the pattern of common or related career paths during its 
wartime Soviet odyssey. After the end of the war, the career of the trium-
phant builders of a Communist society began, to evolve later toward a 
gradual marginalization vis-a-vis the mainstream of the Communist 
movement. It ended with a shared existential defeat that—paradoxically 
or not—confirmed the basic oneness of the generation's life career and, 
at the same time, marked its end. 

Although Jewish identity as such is not the main focus of this study, 
the changing shape of the ethnic identity of the generation of Polish-
Jewish Communists and their peers is frequently mentioned in the course 
of the analysis. Thus, the following short discussion seems justified. 

When it became clear that the melting pots15 of men and nations— 
which from the time of Jewish emancipation many Jews had hoped for 
and others feared—did not happen, one of the results was a renewed 
interest in Jewish identity. Jewish debates about different concepts of 
Jewish identity began, however, even earlier. 

The term "identity" comes from the Latin word idem (same) and re-
lates both to uniqueness and to sameness in relation to others. Prior to 
Jewish emancipation, being a Jew meant living a specific ghetto life in 
which Jewish communities, kehilot, with their social, religious, and polit-
ical institutions, created an all-encompassing frame of reference for the 
individual and the collective. Here the outside world had a similar signif-
icance and function, whether the community found itself in Poland, Eng-
land, France, or Germany. No doubt, there were differences in these var-
ious Jewish communities, as there were between the different segments 
of their population. However, with only a little exaggeration, it can be 
argued that thanks to the similarity of the institutional and existential 
frames of reference, all the demographic generations of Jews living in the 
ghettos of Europe from the late Middle Ages to the time of emancipation 
constitute a single sociological generation.'6 In such enclosed frames of 
reference, the question of identity was so obvious that it was no question 
at all. 
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Jewish identity became a real issue when the walls of the ghetto were 
pulled down by the combined force of the Enlightenment, the industrial 
revolution, urbanization, and modernization and when Jewish emancipa-
tion suddenly placed Jews on an equal plane with other "citizens," free to 
compete and mingle with their non-Jewish compatriots. For non-Jewish 
society, this new situation meant the necessity of redefining the Jew. For 
Jews themselves, it meant a similar necessity to redefine their identity, 
that is, their relation to other Jews, to the general society, and to the 
society's attitudes to them.17 

Modernization and Jewish emancipation, which reached Eastern 
Europe only unevenly and with considerable delay, led to the crystalliza-
tion of five main competing types of Jewish response focused around the 
questions of ideology and identity. Generally speaking, the main re-
sponses, which in most cases expressed themselves in the form of social 
and political movements, crystallized in (i) a camp of Orthodox Jewry, 
with a traditional identity based in religion, a strong tendency toward 
voluntarily maintained isolation from the non-Jewish society, and a 
ghetto-centered pattern of social life; (z) the assimilationists, with a pro-
gram of assimilating Jews into the general society, possibly with a com-
plementary retention of some selected Jewish traits; (3) the Zionists, 
from far left to far right, who rejected the world of the ghetto and who 
projected Jewish national rebirth in Eretz Israel (the Land of Israel); (4) 
the Jewish Socialists (the Bund), who rejected the ghetto world of the 
Orthodox, the Zionist project, and capitalist society and who formulated 
a program for civil equality, socialism, and a secular, Yiddish-based Jew-
ish cultural autonomy; and (5) the Jewish Communists, those Jews who 
joined the Communist project of total upheaval of the existing society 
and its millennarian reformation. The three latter responses were revolu-
tionary and radical. What united them was their rejection of the world as 
it was; what divided them were their different prescriptions for Jewish, 
universal, or Jewish and universal emancipation. 

The flames of the Holocaust, the creation of the State of Israel, and 
general Jewish disillusionment with the reality of communism did not put 
an end to discussions about Jewish identity. The debate still goes on with 
great ferocity. Here one finds the traditional definition of a Jew based on 
Halakha, Jewish religious law, according to which a Jew is a person born 
of a Jewish mother or one who has converted to Judaism. There is also 
Ben-Gurion's pragmatic definition of a Jew as one who regards himself as 
such, which is the reverse of Sartre's definition of a Jew as one who is 
regarded by others as such. (Incidentally, this reflects the difference be-
tween an affirmative self-definition conceived against the background of 



Generations, Career, Jewish Identity 339 

Jewish statehood and a non-Jewish reaction to the experience of anti-
Semitism that preceded it.) Here is also the statement of the philosopher 
and founder of the Reconstructionist movement, Mordecai Kaplan, that 
"the basic qualification for being a Jew is the acceptance of the Jewish 
people in the past, the present and the future as one's own people, belief 
in the spiritual values of the Jewish tradition, participation in Jewish 
life." There are Jewish definitions of Jewish identity which focus on or 
combine elements of ethics, cultural heritage, religious observance, and 
nationalism. The seemingly simple question of who is a J ew is a raging 
political issue in Israeli politics. The competitive game of Jewish self-
definition is still in full force. 

Together with the changing social situation of Jews in Western coun-
tries, this situation has stimulated a large number of studies, 18 most of 
which, however, deal with the question of Jewish identification rather 
than with Jewish identity. Simon N. Herman's study of Israeli-Jewish 
identity was one of the first to construct a comprehensive conceptual 
framework, with the ambition to serve "as a springboard for a world-
wide comparative study of Jewish identity." 1 9 

Many studies of ethnic identity are carried out either without explicit 
definitions of the subject or with definitions that substantially differ from 
each other (see Isajiw 1974 ; Peterson Royce 1982 : 1 7 - 3 3 ) ; s o " is also 
with studies of Jewish identity. If clearly stated, however, several defini-
tions designed in such studies are essentially similar to the one conceived 
by Herman. Thus, Herman defines "ethnic identity, and, more specifical-
ly, Jewish identity" as "either (1) the pattern of attributes of the ethnic 
group as seen by its members, i.e., what 'being Jewish' is seen by them to 
mean, or (2) the reflection in the individual of these attributes, i.e., how 
the individual sees himself by virtue of his membership in the ethnic 
group" ( 1970: 14). 

As all definitions of this kind, this one explictly conceives ethnic identi-
ty as an attribute or a trait that individuals or groups have or do not 
have. In other words, individuals or groups are ascribed attributes as if 
these were static and stable and not dynamic and changing. But why is 
the Jewish identity of a, say, Swedish Jew different from that of an 
Afghan Jew? And why is the identity of a Swedish J ew different today 
from what it was fifty years ago? It is because the totality of the social 
relations in Swedish and Afghan societies are different and as such are 
influencing and mirrored in the identity of such persons and because the 
totality of the societal factors that form the identity of a Swedish J ew 
today are different from what they were fifty years ago. Ethnic identity 
changes parallel to the changes of social relations; if it did not, it would 
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have lost its functionality and become a fossil. In its dynamic, relation-
oriented structure, it is connected to, and expresses, the flow of socio-
logical generations. 

Identity implies sameness and uniqueness in relation to others. Thus, it 
appears that ethnic identity in general and Jewish identity in particular 
should be defined not as an attribute or a set of attributes but rather as 
relations—a way of relating oneself toward others, of defining oneself in 
the context of others and acting accordingly. Self-definition in relation to 
others, definition of others as related to the defining subject, and defini-
tion of course of culturally desirable/undesirable action toward the de-
fining subject and others are the foundation of such definition. Such a 
view of ethnic identity appears to be supported by the perspective of 
Jean-Paul Sartre ( 1965) and, in the field of social psychology, of Joachim 
Israel ( 1979). 

The ambition of this study is twofold: to understand the meanings 
given to actions by the individuals who belonged to this particular gen-
eration and to highlight the mechanisms and factors that shaped it. 
This ambition implies the necessity of applying a coherent perspective 
to the subject. Regarding the aspects of action and meaning, understand-
ing can be reached in a phenomenological manner when the researcher 
approaches the human object of his study and attempts to move himself 
(yet retaining all his own experience) into the world of the object. In 
designing such a strategy, Westin ( 1 9 7 3 ) refers to Palmer's "divinatory 
method" ( 1969) , calling such a research strategy existential hermeneu-
tics. In this way , one can reach an understanding of why members of the 
generation acted in particular ways in particular situations, for example, 
why they risked long and hard prison sentences for their political actions 
and what their hopes and fears were. However, the limits of our capacity 
to understand through empathy makes it necessary to complete the pic-
ture with explanations drawn from some abstract theory of why people 
act as they do, for example, a theory of rank disequilibrium20 or of rela-
tive deprivation,2 1 so that our previously disrupted understanding can be 
reached again. Thus, the sequence of emphatic hermeneutic interpreta-
tion and theoretical explanation from a perspective that calls to mind 
that of natural science dialectically complete each other in the form of a 
hermeneutic-dialectic spiral.22 

The hermeneutic approach is characterized by the desire to discover 
the meanings action have for actors. On the opposite pole, there is the 
possibility of focusing attention on structure and structural processes as 
defined by the researcher. This is usually seen as a dilemma of applying 
an actor's or researcher's perspective.23 Even if elements of both per-
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spectives can be united, as in the case of the hermeneutic-dialectic spiral, 
emphasis is usually placed on one of these perspectives, depending on the 
cognitive preferences o f the researcher. 

Finally, there is a distinction to be made between the concept of gen-
eration and those concrete persons who were interviewed within the 
frames of this project. While the concept of generation is used here ana-
lytically in the sense just discussed, the respondents are conceived of as 
forming a concrete subsection of the generation, an empirical entity con-
sisting of the individuals on whose particular life careers this study is 
based. 
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2. Sabbatai Sevi (1626—1676) was the last and most influential false 

messiah, whose message had a tremendous effect on Jews in the Ottoman 
Empire and sent shock waves throughout the whole Jewish world in the 
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seventeenth century. Among Sabbatai's followers must have been people 
of all ages, but as it apparently was a conscious strategy of his movement 
to especially appeal to members of the young generation (see Stavroula-
kis 1984: 109), a substantial number of his followers most probably were 
young peers. The common background factors that facilitated the rise of 
the Sabbataians were the cultural elements of popular messianism and of 
Jewish mysticism in the form of popularized Lurianic kabbalism (see 
Scholem 1 9 7 3 : 2 2 - 7 7 ) and the social predicament of being exiled, high-
lighted by the dual historical experience of having been expelled from 
Spain and of the massacres on Jews during the Cossack uprising in Po-
land in 1 6 4 8 - 4 9 . As for the element of a common, or similar, social 
position, the evidence is unclear. Scholem (ibid: 3 - 5 ) quotes opinions of 
both proponents and opponents of the Sabbataian movement to the 
effect that attitudes to this movement were conditioned by social posi-
tion; according to both, as a rule, the poor formed the core of the move-
ment, while the rich and mighty opposed it. Scholem himself, however, 
maintains that the appeal of the movement transcended all class divi-
sions. Even if this is so, however, it would only constitute an additional 
proof for the unifying power of common cultural heritage and social 
predicament. 

3. On the subject of Polish Jewry between the wars, see, for instance, 
Heller 1 9 7 7 ; Marcus 1983 ; Mendelsohn 1983 ; Abramsky, Jachimczyk, 
and Polonsky 1986; Fishman 1974 ; Rabinowicz 1965. 

The history of the Jews in Poland between the wars continues to be the 
object of passionate debate among historians and sociologists. On one 
hand, there are those (most eloquently represented by Heller [ 1977] and 
Fishman [1974]) who describe the situation of Jews as one characterized 
by unfounded and violent discrimination and persecution throughout 
this period. On the other hand, there are those (e.g., Davies 1 9 8 1 ; 
Tomaszewski 1982) in whose view the situation of the Jews in Poland at 
that time was not so bad after all. As pointed out by Mendelsohn in his 
review of this debate, interwar Poland, especially after Marshal Pilsud-
ski's death, was undoubtedly "bad for the Jews," being a state and a socie-
ty in which Jews were excluded from first-class membership, that is, dis-
criminated against and prosecuted more often than not. However, the 
situation also was "good for the J ews , " that is, it was extremely creative 
and productive, "because, among other things, it provided an environ-
ment in which forces were unleashed in the Jewish world which many 
Jews regarded then, and regard today, as extremely positive" (Mendel-
sohn 1984: 24). 

4. See Landau and Tomaszewski 1977 : i i 4 f f . , and 1980: 54. 
5. See Rabinowicz 1965 : 1 7 . 
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6. See Tomaszcwski 1964: 2 1 . 
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8. Unless otherwise noted, the above section is based on Bronsztejn 

1963 ; Heller 1977: 72.-73, 9 8 - 1 0 6 ; Mendelsohn 1983: 1 1 - 3 2 . 
9. See Ainsztein 1974: 1 8 1 . 
10 . See Auerbach 1965: 35. 
1 1 . In 1 9 3 1 , payment per working hour in larger and medium large 

industry was 94 grosze, while in the garment industry it was only 65 
grosze, in the food industry 84 grosze, and in the timber industry 52 
grosze (Tomaszewski 1985: 155) . 

1 2 . See Ainsztein 1974: 1 8 1 . 
1 3 . See Auerbach 1965: 3 4 - 3 5 ; Heller 1977: 166. 
14. See Ainsztein 1974: 1 8 1 ; Rothschild 1 9 8 1 - 8 2 : 602; Mendelsohn 

1983 : 42; Heller 1977: 106, 262. 
1 5 . See Weinryb 1953 : 208; Rabinowicz 1965: 47. 
16 . See Ainsztein 1974: 1 7 2 ; Heller 1977 : 1 1 8 . 
1 7 . For descriptions of these organizations and their ideologies, see 

Rudnicki 1985 ; Lipski 1980; Majchrowski 1983: 3 8 3 - 3 9 2 ; Davies 
1 9 8 1 : 494-495 ; Heller 1977 : 83-86 . 

18 . See Wynot 1 9 7 1 ; Marcus 1983: 349-376 . 
19 . See Majchrowski 1983 ; Marcus 1983: 3 6 2 - 3 6 3 . 
20. Toward the end of the 1930s, Poland energetically attempted to 

solve its "Jewish problem" through international arrangements for the 
emigration of Polish Jews. Colonel Miedzinski, one of the closest associ-
ates of Marshal Rydz-Smigly and the deputy speaker of the Polish lower 
chamber of parliament, said in a speech in 1936 that "Poland has room 
for no more than 50,000 Jews" and that "three million Jews must emi-
grate." As late as 1938, Polish Foreign Minister Beck contemplated plans 
to resettle the main bulk of Polish Jewry to Madagascar. In November 
1938 , the Polish ambassador to the United States proposed Angola as a 
place where Polish Jews could be settled. For more details regarding these 
plans, see Ainsztein, 1974: 1 7 2 - 1 7 6 ; Heller 1977 : 1 3 6 - 1 3 8 ; Marcus 
I9^3: 39z~399i Korzec 1974: 9 1 - 9 8 . For an authoritative analysis of 
the Polish government's policy toward Jews, see Wynot 1 9 7 1 . 

2 1 . Quoted in Smolar 1986: 1 1 1 . 
22. See Marcus 1983: 3 6 3 - 3 6 4 ; Heller 1977: 1 0 9 - 1 1 4 ; Ainsztein 

1974: 1 7 7 - 1 7 9 -
23. See Tomaszewski 1985: 164. 
24. At the bottom of anti-Jewish sentiments was traditional Christian 

anti-Semitism. In the nineteenth century, however, two major trends con-
tributed to further deterioration of Polish-Jewish relations. First, rising 
modern Polish nationalism, whether hesitant or willing to grant equal 



346 Notes to Pages 30-34 

rights to Jews (see Eisenbach 1972) , could not reconcilíate itself with 
Jewish nationalism. Second, the rapid industrialization and urbanization 
of Poland in the 1860s and 1870s and the growth of the Polish middle 
class resulted in economic competition and political tension between 
Poles and Jews (see Wandycz 1974 : 206-207) . 

25 . See Heller 1977 : 5 7 - 6 4 . Despite significant changes in Polish 
society, some traditional stereotypes of Jews are still at work. A research 
project conducted among Warsaw students during 1 9 7 5 - 1 9 8 2 showed 
the continuous presence of a strongly negative social definition of the J ew 
(Lukaszewicz 1983). Another research project showed the presence of 
similarly negative images of Jews among nonacademic youth in south-
western Poland (Mikolajewska 1987). In this context, it is interesting to 
note that only 1 5 % of the student respondents and almost none of the 
nonstudent category had personal contact with persons of Jewish de-
scent. 

26. By far the best analysis of modern Jewish politics as it originated 
in the Russian empire is by Frankel (1984). 

27. For authoritative analyses of the major Jewish political parties in 
interwar Poland, see Mendelsohn 1 9 8 1 , 1983 (on the Zionist move-
ment); Johnpoll 1967 (on the Bund); Bacon 1979 (on the Agudath 
Israel). For shorter descriptions, see Marcus 1983 : 2 6 1 - 2 9 1 ; Heller 
1 9 7 7 : 1 6 8 - 1 8 1 , 2 4 9 - 2 9 3 ; Tomaszewski 1985 : 1 6 7 - 1 9 6 . For discus-
sions of Jewish politics, see Mendelsohn 1972, 1974; Rowe 1968; Roths-
child 1 9 8 1 - 8 2 . 

28. A total of 395,223 Jews emigrated from Poland between 1 9 2 1 
and 1 9 3 7 , "their proportion in the total emigration from Poland being 
more than twice as large ( 2 1 . 7 % ) as their proportion (approx. 1 0 % ) in 
the total Polish population" (Heller 1977 : 281) . With the exception of 
the period 1924 to 1926 , when over 32,000 Jews received permission 
and emigrated to Palestine (Mendelsohn 1983 : 46), its gates were kept 
closed or nearly closed by the combination of immigration policy of the 
British mandatory power and of the economic crisis that struck Palestine 
in 1926 . 

29. Mendelsohn 1974: 204. 
30. On the subject of Jewish youth movements in interwar Poland, 

see Kligsberg 1974 . 
3 1 . There was a wide and differentiated system of Jewish schools in 

Poland. However, 60% of all Jewish pupils attended Polish elementary 
state schools. This proportion was lower on the high school level, as Jews 
were discriminated against there. For a review of the network of Jewish 
schools, see Marcus 1983 : 1 4 5 - 1 6 2 , and Mendelsohn 1983 : 6 3 - 6 8 . 
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32. Sec Heller 1977: 66-68, 2 1 6 - 2 1 9 , and Mendelsohn 1983: 30, 
67 -68 . 

33 . Ainsztein (1974: 187) claims that orthodox Jews constituted 
approximately 20 percent of Polish Jewry. However, Rabinowicz (1965: 
108—117) and Heller (1977: 144) estimate their proportion to be approx-
imately one-third. 

34. On the subject of deviation and the wave of changes sweeping 
over traditional Jewish communities, see Heller 1954. 

35. Heller 1977: 1 8 8 - 1 8 9 . Heller states, however, that some of the 
consulted researchers estimated the number of assimilationists as 
150,000 to 200,000 persons, or 4 - 6 % of Polish Jewry. 

36. On assimilationists and assimilation, see Cala 1986; Lichten 
1986; Hertz 1 9 6 1 : 1 3 3 - 1 6 7 ; and Heller 1974; 1977: 1 8 3 - 2 1 0 . 

37. On the Jewish press in interwar Poland, see Fuks 1970, 1976, 
1982. 

38. See Hoffman 1982: 90. 
39. Wistrich is one of the most eloquent critics of such or similar 

viewpoints. However, in regard to Eastern European Jews, even he ex-
plains the enormous impact of Marxism through its secular messianic 
appeal ( 1976: 18). See also, Agus 1978: 1 6 2 - 1 6 4 . This was also strongly 
substantiated by the interviews, as well as by poems and songs written by 
several respondents in their youth. 

40. For the best analysis of the historical development of Jewish mes-
sianic ideas, see Klausner 1956 and Silver 1959. For a short, general 
description of Jewish messianism and its significance in Jewish history, 
see Ginsberg et al. 1974. For by far the most intellectually exciting analy-
sis of the importance of messianic idea in historical Judaism, see Scholem 
1 9 7 1 , 1973 : 8 - 9 3 . These works form a basis for our discussion regard-
ing Jewish messianism. 

4 1 . Klausner 1956: 7 - 8 . 
42. Ibid., 9. 
43. Scholem 1 9 7 1 : 1 . 
44. See Scholem 1 9 7 1 : 37—48, 1973 : 15—44. 
45. The term "messianic movement" in Jewish history is defined as 

"centered around or expressing the yearning for a king or leader of the 
house of David and for a new ideal political existence for the Jewish 
people that would serve as a reassertion of independence and cause their 
return to Eretz Israel, as well as acting as a model and focus for a united 
and better mankind. Experiencing the miracle of Jewish redemption, 
mankind would attain an ideal world where true faith and real harmony 
would prevail" (Ben-Sasson, 1974: 14 17 ) . 
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46. Thus, fearing messianic expectations and their social conse-
quences, in 1756, the Jewish Council of Southern Poland forbade all males 
under 40 from studying Lurianic Kabbala. The study of Zohar, another 
major work of mysticism, was allowed for men under 30, however, 
under the condition that they had been fully trained in Talmudic studies. 

This messianic activism and its this-worldliness, although strongly re-
jected by the Christian church and "decried as Judaizing heresies by 
their orthodox opponents in Catholicism and Protestantism alike" 
(Scholem 1 9 7 1 : 16), has in changed forms penetrated parts of the Chris-
tian world, finding its social expression in various rebellious millennial 
movements (see Ambjornsson 1984; Cohn 1957 ; Lanternari 1963). 

47. A typical example of the traditional evaluation of such activist 
messianism is provided by Riemer 1986: 1 1 . "Mad messianism—which 
attempts to establish perfect earthly harmony, regardless of the costs—is 
only the most drastic variety of such wishful thinking. 'Wrong' Utopian 
ideas are most often characterized by the dangerous attempt to overcome 
wise limits, to repudiate Covenantal law, to reject due process. Conse-
quently, criticism, action, futuristic scenarios based on such idolatry, 
wishful thinking. . . are also bound to be wrong-headed." 

48. For instance, Frankel (1984) and Howe (1976) point repeatedly 
to the significance of secularized messianism and the tensions between its 
nationalist and universalist, restorative and Utopian dimensions in mod-
ern Jewish politics in Russia and the United Stated. For a discussion of the 
Zionist project as messianic redemption, see Bowman 1984. 

49. See Olson 1982. 
50. This central role of messianic elements in the otherwise weakened 

Jewish identity was frequently expressed in "the single-minded pur-
posefulness and terrible reductionism of messianic Jews from Eastern 
Europe" which characterized radical Jewish Socialists and Communists 
and which often gave rise to feelings of uneasiness and estrangement on 
the part of their non-Jewish comrades (see Talmon 1980: 2zif f .) . 

5 1 . On the shtetl, see, for instance, Heller 1977 : 1 4 7 - 1 5 2 ; Howe 
1976: 7 - 1 5 ; Zborowski 1974: 1 4 6 6 - 1 4 7 3 . 

52. See Scholem 1 9 7 1 : 3 - 4 . 
53. See Kainer 1983: 244. 
54. See Riemer 1986: 1 3 . 
55. In addition to the interviews conducted within the framework of 

this project, this discussion is stimulated by Talmon i960, 1968, 1980 
(esp. 1 6 9 - 2 3 5 ) ; Agus 1978: 1 6 2 - 1 7 6 ; and Kainer 1983. See, also, Rojas 
1986 and Nove 1986. 

56. With some ironic exaggeration, Abraham Kaplan ( 1961 : 173) de-
scribes what he calls "the Communist myth of human history" as starting 
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in the paradise of an original Communism, going through the curse of 
class differentiation and class conflict during the periods of feudalism and 
capitalism, coming to the purgatory of socialism and to the final redemp-
tion of Communist society. Throughout the entire process the categories 
of production and the relations of production take the place of provi-
dence, ownership that of sin, and revolution that of repentance. 

57. Scholem 1 9 7 1 : 14. 
58. "When the Messianic idea appears as a living force in the world of 

J u d a i s m . . . it always occurs in the closest connection with apocalypti-
cism. . . . Jewish Messianism is in its origins and by its na ture . . . a theory 
of catastrophe. This theory stresses the revolutionary, cataclysmic ele-
ment in the transition from every historical present to the Messianic fu-
ture" (Scholem 1 9 7 1 : 5 -7 ) . 

59. See Heschel 1 9 6 1 ; Epstein 1964; Buber i960. 
60. See Kolakowski 1976. 
6 1 . "The tremendous appeal of Marxism was, therefore, ethical and 

quasi-religious. . . . Like the great religions, it demanded agonizing sac-
rifices, but it promised the quasi-religious reward of unity with the real, 
the true and the absolute. The future classless society will endure eternal-
ly; it will be free from the self-deceptions and the 'contradictions' of the 
present; it will cure man's 'alienation' from the roots of his own true 
being. So it was possible for the biblically trained Jewish youth of the 
Pale to embrace Marxism as the 'scientific' version of the ancient prophet-
ic ideal. The messianic age is indeed the goal of history, but, according to 
the new dispensation, it will be achieved, not by divine fiat, but through 
the iron laws of history" (Agus 1978: 163). 

3: Conditions and Contingencies: The Path to 
the Communist Movement 

1 . See Cimek and Kieszczynski 1984: 2 0 6 - 2 1 6 ; Davies 1 9 8 1 : 4 1 1 -
4 1 5 ; Zweig 1944: 1 4 6 - 1 5 2 . 

2. Take the well-known example of the Berman family. One of the 
brothers, Jakub, was a prominent Communist (and, later, second in rank 
in Communist postwar Poland), another, Adolf, was a well-known lead-
er of the Poalei Zion Left, a third was active in the Poalei Zion, and only 
one was apolitical. 

3. See Frankel 1984. 
4. For a description of the Biro-Bidzhan project and its history, see 

Abramsky 1978. 
5. "More and more often in our discussions there was the word: Rus-
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sia. . . . This world, known from the books, appeared to us as a world of 
progress when compared to what we were able to observe at home. If one 
thought rationally, it was clear that the future was there. Our country 
was in a state of paralysis. The broad masses had no influence on the 
government. . . . The extremely complicated nationality problems were 
being solved in a very chauvinistic spirit. The nationalist move-
ment . . . drove the government to increasingly drastic discrimination. 
. . . Can one be surprised that we saw Russia as a country where all 
those problems that were tormenting us had been solved" (Milosz 1980: 
1 4 4 - 1 4 5 ) . 

6. See Gurr 1 9 7 1 : 1 0 1 . 
7. On these tactics, see Selznick i960: 2, 66—67, a n d Strapinski 1 9 3 3 : 

45-
8. See, also, Gurr 1 9 7 1 : 93—xoo, 103—105, 1 1 8 . 
9. In a well-known statement, Trotsky ( 1957) writes that "the mere 

existence of privations is not enough to cause an insurrection: if it were, 
the masses would be always in revolt. It is necessary that the bankruptcy 
of the social regime, being conclusively revealed, should make these 
privations intolerable, and that new conditions and new ideas should 
open the prospect of a revolutionary way out." 

10 . See Galtung 1964: 99. 
1 1 . See, e.g., Istner 1 9 7 0 ; Kowalski 1986 ; Krall 1 9 8 5 ; Krzemien 

1 9 6 1 ; Mirska 1980 ; Stryjkowski 1980; Wat 1976 , 1 9 8 5 ; Watowa 1984. 
1 2 . Wat 1976 : 79. 
1 3 . Kainer 1983 : 228. 
14 . See Hertz 1 9 6 1 : 105—132 . 
1 5 . Of all Jews listed in the first two volumes of "Biographic Diction-

ary of Activists in the Polish Workers' Movement" (Tych 1 9 8 5 , 1987) , 
40% are listed as coming from a bourgeois or petty bourgeois back-
ground, and 23 % from the intelligentsia. 

16 . Istner 1970 : 4. On "c lass" as social category and as part of an 
ideology, see Eyerman 1 9 8 1 : 277—286. 

1 7 . See Moore 1978 : 320—322. 

4: Polish C o m m u n i s t s and Their M o v e m e n t 

1 . For a systematic historical treatment of the Polish Communist 
movement until 1 9 3 8 , see, e.g., Cimek and Kieszczynski 1984 ; Czubinski 
1 9 8 5 ; Dziewanowski 1959 : 1—154; Kochanski, Rawski, and Szczygiel-
ski 1 9 7 8 ; Kowalski 1962 , 1966, 1 9 7 5 ; Lawnik 1 9 7 9 ; Weydenthal 1978 : 
1—33. For particular Jewish aspects, see, e.g., Auerbach 1 9 6 5 ; Berenstein 
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1955 ; Mine 1954; Sfard 1984: 1 - 7 0 ; Silberner 1983: 2 1 1 - 2 3 9 ; Smolar 
1982; " U n t e r . . . , " 1959; Zachariasz 1954. 

2. Davies 1 9 8 1 : 542. 
3. Dziewanowski 1959: 32. 
4. See, e.g., Davies 1 9 8 1 : 543. 
5. For a short description of the Polish-Soviet war, see Davies 1972 , 

1 9 8 1 : 394-40 1 -
6. See Weydenthal 1978: 14. 
7. For a description, see Kowalski 1966: 97—100. 
8. See Dziewanowski 1959: 1 3 5 - 1 3 8 . 
9. Selznick (i960: XV) defines a combat party as "identified by (1) its 

capacity, relative to other political groups, to deploy members as con-
trolled agents within target groups; (2) its use of techniques of indoc-
trination and mobilization that withdraw the members from other group 
loyalties; (3) its use of the characteristic strategies for the penetration and 
manipulation of institutional targets; (4) its tactical subordination of 
propagandistic aims to organizational needs." 

10 . Ibid., 2. 
1 1 . See Weydenthal 1978: 29-30 . 
1 2 . For discussion of this concept, see Selznick i960: 54. 
1 3 . This criticism applies to much of the Western literature on the 

subject of interwar Poland, the Communist movement, or Polish Jews 
during this period. For instance writing about the Communist move-
ment, Davies ( 1981 : 542-546) does not give any absolute numbers for 
the movement's membership and does not mention its youth organiza-
tions. Heller (1977: 253 -260) does not mention KPZU/KPZB or the 
movement's youth organizations. Marcus (1983: 2 9 0 - 2 9 1 ) does not 
mention the Communist youth organizations, while KPZU/KPZB are 
only mentioned in footnotes. Weydenthal (1978: 177—178) does not in-
clude the membership of the Communist youth organizations into the 
force of this movement. When estimating numerical strength of the 
movement, none include the large number of Communists in prison. 

14. Swietlikowska 1970: 1 8 7 - 2 0 1 . 
1 5 . Czubinski 1985: 2 1 5 . 
16. Cimek and Kieszczynski 1984: 439. 
17 . See Cimek and Kieszczynski 1984: 437; and Kowalski 1975 : 

7 9 - 8 2 . 
18 . See, e.g., Weydenthal 1978: 26. 
19. Davies 1 9 8 1 : 406. 
20. Cimek and Kieszczynski 1984: 438; Kowalski 1975 : 68, 8 1 . 
2 1 . Cimek and Kieszczynski 1984: 438-439 . 
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22. For instance, in connection with a wave of strikes, a resolution of 
the Central Committee of the KPP in June 1933 stated that "Poland is 
approaching a revolutionary crisis. . . . The revolutionary character of 
the spring's strike wave found its best expression in the increase of the 
leading role of the KPP and the revolutionary trade union movement." At 
the same time as the other Socialist parties did not answer the Commu-
nist proposal for joined action, the resolution said that "the whole activity 
of the PPS, the Bund, the German SD and the ChD was subordinated to 
rescue the bourgeoisie from the maturing revolutionary crisis" (KPP: 
Uchwaly i rezolucje, Vol. Ill, 464-479). 

2.3. See Zweig 1944: 1 4 6 - 1 5 2 . 
Z4. "On January 8, 1934, the police arrested Z3 persons connected to 

the party's Technika [section for printing and distributing Communist 
propaganda materials], on January 19 , 1934 , 1 1 persons from the Jewish 
Bureau of the Central Committee and 15 persons from Province Com-
mittee of KZMP. On April 6, 1934 [the police] carried out a partial li-
quidation of the Technika of Central Committee of KPP by arresting 40 
persons. . . . On May 27 the authorities smashed the Secretariat of the 
Central Committee and arrested 47 persons" (Czubinski 1985: 2 3 0 -
X3i). 

2.5. See Strapinski 1933: 42. 
26. However, and especially since the Polish party took the line of 

"bolshevization" at its third congress in 1927, there was a strong tenden-
cy to bureaucratization, or "professionalization," of its administrative 
and political cadres. As a result, in 1935, the secretariat of the Central 
Committee of the party controlled at least 150 to 190 full-time and part-
time employed functionaries and about 500 voluntary activists (Kowal-
ski 1975: 82—83). The group of full-time functionaries was possibly even 
larger: some sources speak of "a group of 700 professional function-
aries" (Czubinski 1985: 241) in the KPP in 1934. 

27. Kochanski, Rawski, and Szczygielski 1978: 154. 
28. Professor Krystyna Kersten in conversation with the author in 

Warszawa, December 14, 1987. 
29. Strapinski 1933: 40. 
30. " U n t e r . . . , " 1959: 319. 
3 1 . Czubinski 1985: 229. 
32. Ibid., 23 1 , 243, 268. 
33. Marcus 1983: 290. 
34. In October 193 1 , Stalin voiced sharp criticism of Rosa Luxem-

burg in a polemical letter to the magazine Proletarskaya Revolutsya. In 
Poland, this was followed by a resolution of the Central Committee of 
the KPP, "Regarding Overcoming of the Ideological Heritage of Luxem-
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burgism," in January 1 9 3 2 and by a number of theoretical treatises (e.g., 
"Luxemburgism and the Polish Question," "Luxemburgism and the 
Peasant Question") in which the "Luxemburgist tradition" was con-
demned. In fact, all this formed a part of the ideological struggle with 
"Trotskyism," a very broadly interpreted concept under which all the 
opponents of the present ideological line of the Comintern were placed. 

35. Part of this identification was connected to Rosa Luxemburg's 
internationalist profile and her consistent criticism of the Polish Social-
ists' nationalism. Another part was connected to her criticism of the 
Leninist elite party model and her insistence on voluntary activism and 
mass spontaneity of the working class. 

36. I n j . Regula, "Historia Komunistycznej Parti Polski," Warszawa, 
1934 : 105 , quoted in Dziewanowski 1959: 108. 

37. For an analysis of Lenin's model for the organization of the rev-
olutionary Communist movement, see Lundquist 1982. 

38. "Materialy do programu KPP": 138 , Wydawnictwo Partyjne, 
Moskwa, 1933 , quoted ii\ Czubinski 1985: 2 2 1 . 

39. From 1934 on, the KPP abandoned its support for the German 
claims on Polish territories and adopted a patriotic stance. For the new 
vocabulary used by the party, see Daniszewski 1948. 

40. For a discussion of the concept of suppressed historical possibili-
ties, see Moore 1978: 3 7 6 - 3 7 9 . 

4 1 . Quoted in Dziewanowski 1959: 1 4 1 . 

5: J e w s and the Polish Communist 
Movement 

1 . See Heller 1977 : 255. 
2. See Silberner 1983: 2 2 1 - 2 2 3 . 
3. See Auerbach 1965: 4 2 - 4 3 ; Czubinski 1985: 2 1 5 ; Strapinski 

1 9 3 3 : 89; Swietlikowska 1970: 185. 
4. Szczygielski 1968: 1 9 1 . 
5. Mishkinsky 1 9 7 1 : 803; Weydenthal 1978: 26. 
6. Jedruszczak 1963: 32. 
7. Cimek and Kieszczynski 1984: 438-439 . 
8. Compiled from data in ibid., 4 3 6 - 4 3 9 ; Czubinski 1985: 2 1 5 - 2 1 6 , 

2 2 9 - 2 6 8 ; Jedruszczak 1963: 32; Kochanski, Rawski, and Szczygielski 
1978: 1 5 4 ; Strapinski 1933 : 38-40 . 

9. See Cimek and Kieszczynski 1984: 439. 
10 . See ibid.; " Z pola walki," no. 4, 1958: 9 6 - 1 0 0 . 
1 1 . See Davies 1 9 8 1 : 406; Heller 1977: 72. 
1 2 . See Marcus 1983: 291 . However, it must be stressed that in the 
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first half of the 1930s, the Communist movement was significantly in-
creasing its ideological influence among young radical Jews. 

1 3 . This attitude was expressed for the first time in a resolution 
against anti-Semitism at the first party congress (see KPP. . . , Vol . i : 54) 
and was followed by other resolutions and appeals throughout the 
period. 

For a review of articles against anti-Semitism in the Communist press 
and Communist resolutions on this issue in the late 1930s, see Berenstein 
I955: 19—37- For complete texts of all the resolutions, see KPP: Uchwa-
ly i rezolucje, 1 9 5 3 - 1 9 5 6 . 

That anti-Semitism was widespread is witnessed by the fact that even 
the ranks of the Communist movement itself were not entirely free 
from it. The party's leaders warned repeatedly about the existence of 
anti-Semitism in the movement's own ranks (see Silberner 1983: 233). 

14. "Czerwony Sztandar," no. 6 - 7 , 1936, quoted in Berenstein 
1955 : 32. There were three waves of pogroms in Poland between the 
wars. The first was connected to the reestablishment of the Polish state 
and the Polish-Soviet war and took place in 1 9 1 8 - 1 9 2 0 . The second was 
connected with economic crisis and took place in 1 9 2 9 - 1 9 3 1 . The third 
was connected with the "fascization" of Poland after Pilsudski's death 
and took place between 1935 I937- F ° r a description of these po-
groms, see, for instance, Berenstein 1955: 4—29; Heller 1977 : 5 0 - 5 3 , 
1 1 7 — 1 1 8 ; Rabinowicz 1965: 47, 57; Weinryb, 1953 : 208. 

1 5 . Quoted in Berenstein 1955: 3 4 - 3 6 . 
16. According to Silberner (1983: 237), there was also a fear on the 

part of the KPP of being perceived as a "Jewish" or "pro-Jewish" party. 
A concrete result of this fear is said to be that the main burden of the task 
of fighting anti-Semitism was mostly left to the Jewish Communists, 
which is seen as one of the reasons for its failure. However, this opinion 
is not shared by most of our respondents. 

17 . Regarding the Soviet attitude to the "Jewish question," see Gittel-
man 1972; Miller 1978; and Mishkinsky 1 9 7 1 : 7 9 4 - 8 0 1 . 

18. Holzer 1986: 142 , 143. 
19 . This rejection of religion and of "Jewish clericalism" was not ex-

clusively Communist. The Bundists and the overwhelming part of the 
Zionist movement were also against "Jewish clericalism" and for laiciza-
tion of Jewish life and struggled to transform kehillot (Jewish communi-
ties) into secular institutions. The difference was that while the Bund 
wanted to transform the kehillot into organs of Jewish cultural au-
tonomy, the Zionists wanted to transform them into organs of Jewish 
national autonomy. 

20. Stated in a report for the period September 1 , 1930 to December 
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31, 1932, Polish Ministry of Interior, Political Department, quoted in 

Auerbach 1965: 37. 

21 . See Auerbach, 1965: 3 7 - 3 8 . 

22. Dziewanowski 1959: 150. 

23. Davies 1981: $45. 

6: In the M o v e m e n t 

1. As the date of the death of Luxemburg and Liebknecht was Janu-

ary 16 and that of Lenin January 21, the feast of the Three L's would 

start on January 16 and end on January 21. 

2. These files were kept, completed, and brought up to date from 

1 9 1 9 on. The ministry of interior supplied local police authorities with 

lists of Communists to be kept under surveillance. The "Internal Surveil-

lance Review," in which names and short biographical notes on all the 

wanted, arrested, or sentenced were published, was the main channel of 

information from the central police authorities to all the local stations. 

For details, see Lawnik 1979: 1 6 8 - 1 7 2 . 

3. The arrests were of three types. The first were accidental arrests 

carried out in connection with Communist actions. Unless they were 

caught with propaganda materials, painting slogans, or placing flags and 

banners, most of those arrested were released within forty-eight hours. 

The second type were the preventive arrests in connection with periodic 

actions whose dates were known in advance. These were mass arrests, 

and those arrested would, as a rule, be released soon after the scheduled 

action was over. The third type were the so-called liquidating arrests, 

carried out after a police investigation, most often based on information 

from police informers and most often leading to long prison sentences. 

4. The term towarzysz (comrade) would receive extended and new 

meanings after the war in Communist-governed Poland. Thus, there 

would be a term, stary towarzysz (an old comrade), i.e., someone with 

whom one shared a very large portion of the experiences in the move-

ment and in prisons. There would also be a somewhat paradoxical term, 

dobry towarzysz choc bezpartyjrty (a good comrade, though not a mem-

ber of the party), meaning a nonparty member who nevertheless could be 

trusted. In intimate conversations the members of the generation called 

those w h o joined the party after the war rzodkiewki (radishes) or "com-

rades from the second round-up." 

5. According to our respondents, there might be some eighty death 

penalties issued on informers. Only part of these were carried out, as the 

police protected the deconspired informers by transferring them to places 

where they were not known. In addition, party members w h o were sus-
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pected of cooperation with the police could be kidnapped and transferred 
via the Free City of Danzig for trial in Moscow. 

6. The habit of using party slang stayed with the members of the gen-
eration until after the war, both when speaking of the past and the pres-
sent. This habit was known and admired by their young comrades who 
joined the party after the war. Thus, one of the members of the genera-
tion "held a rousing speech to the officers in May, on the first anniversary 
of the victory.—We have already dealt with Hitler—shouted Wilus Sz. 
with burning heat—and now we say to the internal enemy: DAWKIE 
NO!—I beg your pardon, Captain, whispered an officer next to 
Bernard—what does it mean, Dawkie? Could, then, Bernard answer that 
Wilus Sz. with only four classes of primary school in Tarnopol had prob-
lems in discerning Yiddish and Polish and that Dawkie meant something 
in Yiddish? No, Bernard could not say that, and so he answered—This is 
kind of a party term, from before the war.—I see—nodded the officer 
with understanding—How interesting" (Krall 1985: 53). 

7. For instance, several respondents who learned about Shayah Char-
nam in the Communist youth organizations did not know the historical 
details surrounding this person but only a song describing his heroic 
struggle and death. In the song, the very name of this hero was distorted 
from Charnam to "comrade Arman," who "standing on guard died from 
the bullet of a Fascist dog," who was a "fearless red soldier," and whose 
"struggle will give us everything." 

8. Mendelsohn 1983: 48. 

7: On the Street: Among non-Jews and Jews 

1 . For a description of the traditional attitudes of Polish Jews toward 
Polish peasants, see Hertz 1961 : 96-97, and Krag and Warburg 1986: 
1 3 5 - 1 3 7 . 

2. Since among our respondents there were none coming from homes 
of Jewish peasants, it should be added that all these comments apply to 
those who were ordered by the party to work among Polish or Ukrainian 
peasants, without really belonging to the world of the countryside. Due 
to historical circumstances, the proportion of peasants among Polish 
Jews was negligible (only 4.3%), which makes the weight of this reserva-
tion lighter. 

3. From the end of the 1920s, pressure was put on Polish-Jewish 
Communists in the Soviet Union to change their Jewish-sounding names 
to Polish ones. Most of them obeyed. Besides, the Comintern regarded 
the high Jewish proportion in the membership of the KPP as a problem. 
See, also, Rozental-Szneiderman 1979: 1 8 1 - 1 8 2 , 1 8 4 - 1 8 5 . 
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4. In this context, it is interesting to note that although Jews consti-
tuted 30% of all delegates at the Second Congress of the Polish Com-
munist Party in 1923, two-thirds identified themselves as "Poles of Jew-
ish descent" (Mishkinsky 1971 : 804). 

5. Tomaszewski 1964: 25; Auerbach 1965: 33. 
6. Compiled from data in Auerbach 1965: 34. 
7. Ibid., 42. 
8. Szymonowicz (Zachariasz) 1931 : 56, as quoted in Berenstein 

1955: 10. 
9. Auerbach 1965: 35. According to Szyja Bronsztejn (1963: 80), in 

the 1920s, approximately 80 percent of Polish Jews lived in poverty con-
ditions. 

10. Bronsztejn 1963: 79. 
1 1 . During the interwar period, this was not a special concern of 

Communists alone. In fact, it was shared by a great number of Jewish 
non-Communist leaders, journalists, and scholars, referred to by Marcus 
(1983) as "social reformers." 

12. There were many jokes illustrating this Communist defiance 
against the ways of their parents. One tells of a young Jewish Communist 
who fell in love with a beautiful girl. The girl did not want to cause 
sorrow to her parents, and although she loved the boy, she refused to live 
with him without her parents' consent, which meant marriage. The boy's 
love for the girl was so great that to get her, he finally agreed to return to 
the old ways. Both families gathered in a synagogue, and all seemed to go 
smoothly. But when the young couple was standing under the canopy 
and the rabbi started the religious marriage ceremony, the bridegroom 
could not take it anymore and shouted, "Loz leben di spanishe revolut-
sye!" (Long live the Spanish revolution!) 

13. Brith Mila is the religious ceremony of confirming the Covenant 
through circumcision of a male child (1st Mos. 17: 10). 

14. See, also, Heller 1954. 
15. To take one example, in October 1924, the Ministry of Religious 

Confession and Public Education announced new electoral rules for the 
kehillot (Jewish communities), according to which the election commit-
tees dominated by the orthodox Agudath received the right to omit from 
the election lists "persons who publicly come out against the Mosaic 
confession." The Minister of Religious Confession and Public Enlighten-
ment motivated the decision with the following words: "This point is 
important for the government because the government could not tolerate 
that anti-state elements, which according to the law cannot legally act in 
any organizations or public places, could freely maintain their anti-state 
action in the forum of the Jewish communities. Naturally, this aims at 
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Communist organizations and not the Bund or similar organizations" 
(quoted in Tomaszewski 1973: 86, 90). 

16. Quoted in Dawidowicz 1967: 441. 

8: Prison and the Birth of a Generation 

1. If somebody broke down during police interrogation and started 
"talking," the police could choose to use such a person as a witness at the 
trial or let him or her stay undercover and be used in future intelligence 
work. In the first case, such a person would be uncovered; in the latter 
case, he or she would be a continuing danger to the security of the move-
ment and its members. 

z. For a discussion of the concept of Communist esoteric and exoteric 
communication, see Almond 1954: 61-98, 376-377. 

3. For an analysis of the foundations and applications of Communist 
thinking in the present world, see, e.g., Smith 1987. See, also, Leites 1953 
and Almond 1954. 

4. Pilpul is a classic Jewish method of study, interpretation, and 
didactics, through which surface contradictions can be straightened out, 
hidden, unapparent truths uncovered, and new interpretations expressed. 
Classical Pilpul satisfied three needs: bringing a unity to apparent differ-
ences in the sources, adapting the established points of view to the 
changed social realities, and renewing interpretations without changing 
dogmas. See Breuer 1974. 

5. Yeshiva is a Hebrew word denoting a Jewish religious academy 
and Yeshiva bokher, its student. 

6. Without doubt, this was also reinforced by Stalin's view on Jews as 
not constituting a nation and by the practical personnel policy of the 
Comintern. For the latter, see Rozental-Szneiderman 1979. 

7. See Matza 1969. 

9: Confronting Dreams 

1. Apart from autobiographical literature, there hardly exist any ex-
tensive treatments on the subject of Polish Communist experience in the 
USSR during the time of the Second World War. In the Western literature 
on Polish Communists, the subject is treated parenthetically in their his-
tory. In the Eastern European literature, the treatment of the subject is 
hampered by political taboos. Unwillingly or consciously, both disregard 
the fundamental importance that this period has for both Jewish and 
non-Jewish Polish Communists. 
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2. The London-based Polish Ministry of Information put the number 
of deported Polish citizens at 1,500,000 (see, also, Pobog-Malinowski 
i960: 1 0 6 - 1 1 2 , and Davies 1 9 8 1 : 451) . Other researchers lower this to 
1 ,200,000 persons (see Gross and Grudzinska-Gross 1983: 8 and Nuss-
baum 1972 : 95). As regards the total number of Polish citizens in the 
USSR, calculations based on Polish London sources give a somewhat 
confusing picture. Nussbaum, for instance, arrives at the conclusion that 
"at least 1.8 million former Polish citizens were then in Russia" ( 1972: 
95). However, he arrives at this number by starting from 1.25 million 
deportees and then adding different groups, among them, about 400,000 
persons evacuated to the inner regions of the USSR on the outbreak of 
the Soviet-German war and the 150,000 men mobilized into the Red 
Army. Gross and Grudzinska-Gross (1983) include the 150,000 mobi-
lized men into their total number of imprisoned and deported Polish 
citizens (which they put at over 1,200,000 persons): however, they do 
not add the 400,000 evacuees from summer 1 9 4 1 . Thus, even if we were 
to assume that Nussbaum counts the 150,000 mobilized men twice and 
that another 400,000 persons must be added to the number of Polish cit-
izens in the USSR arrived at by Gross and Grudzinska-Gross, we arrive in 
both of the cases at an approximation of at least 1,600,000 persons. (It 
should be noted, however, that according to Redlich [ 197 1 : 97], who 
treats General Anders's own evaluation as exaggerated, "the total num-
ber of Polish citizens who lived in the USSR during the war indicates a 
figure 1 .25 million.") 

3. Redlich estimates the number of Polish Jews at "about 30 percent 
of the total Polish refugee population" ( 197 1 : 97). This is further con-
firmed by Nussbaum (1972: 95), as well as by Gross and Grudzinska-
Gross ( 1983: 8, 68), who, discussing the number of those deported and 
imprisoned, estimate the proportion of Jews at one-third. Also, our re-
spondents confirm these estimations. 

4. Davies claims that "by the time that the Amnesty was granted in 
1 9 4 1 . . .almost half of the one-and-a-half million Poles deported in the 
previous years were already dead" ( 1981 : 451) . However, he does not 
substantiate this claim. Moreover, according to our interviewees, a 50% 
death rate seems to be an exaggeration: in their opinion, this rate should 
be put at some 20%. Gross and Grudzinska-Gross quote Polish London 
sources, according to which Polish refugees brought from the USSR to 
Persia with General Anders's army were in such bad physical state that a 
2 5 % death rate was expected. In fact, only about 5% died. However, 
according to these sources, "the death rate among the Poles in Russia was 
significantly higher and among children estimated at 2 0 % " (1983: 9). 
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Thus, faced with all these uncertainties and guesses, it seems to be least 
risky to accept the lower estimation of a 1 5 to 20% death rate as the 
result of Soviet exile. 

As for the number of Jewish victims, the situation is similarly uncer-
tain. Here also no hard evidence exists, and one is forced to cope with 
different estimates. Thus, Davies estimates the number of Jewish victims 
at 100,000 persons. But Lewandowski mentions that out of approx-
imately 500,000 Polish-Jewish deportees, 5 0 % , i.e., 250,000, lost their 
lives ( 1987: 1 7 4 - 1 7 5 ) . However, as the number of Jewish victims 
accepted by Davies amounts to about 20% of the Jewish refugee popula-
tion, thus equaling the approximate death rate among the general Polish 
refugee population, it seems preferable to accept the estimation of about 
100,000 Jewish victims. 

5. Naturally, this number includes members of the Communist youth 
organizations as well as those imprisoned. 

6. In the motives of Polish-Jewish Communists seeking refuge in the 
USSR, both positive and negative factors were at work. The Commu-
nists, and especially the Jews among them, knew that they could expect the 
worst from the Nazis. Equally strong was the attraction of coming under 
the wings of the Soviet Union. Thus, among our respondents, there is a 
general estimation of a multifold higher proportion of Communists, and 
especially the young ones, among the Jewish refugees to the USSR as 
compared to the Polish-Jewish population in the prewar period. 

Regretfully, it is quite impossible to establish with any certainty exact-
ly how much higher this proportion was. As the estimates run between 
three to over five times the prewar proportion, we choose to accept a two 
to three times increase, while being conscious of the unavoidable uncer-
tainty involved in this procedure. 

7. Werblan (1968: 68) states—and Alsterdal (1969: 66) accepts— 
that during the war years, there were about 1 ,500 Polish Communists in 
the USSR. However, similar to most of those dealing with the subject, he 
is apparently not counting the members of the prewar Communist youth 
organizations. During almost all the prewar years for which party statis-
tics exist, the latter category was larger than the regular party members 
(see Cimek and Kieszczynski 1984: 436). The total number of members 
of the prewar Polish Communist movement in the USSR should then 
probably be at least doubled. 

Jewish Communists were numerous in Polish Communist or Com-
munist front organizations in the USSR and in their cadre of activists and 
leaders, where they "at one point. . . accounted for 6 0 - 7 0 % of top and 
medium level functionaries" (Lendvai 1968: 57). The fact that Jews con-
stituted a substantial majority among Polish Communists in the USSR is 
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also confirmed by Nussbaum ( 1971 : 96). Kozik (1982: 2.5) states that in 
1948, it was estimated that among the members of the new Polish Com-
munist party, there were some 7,500 former members of the KPP. After 
1945, there were no official statistics as to the ethnic divisions within 
party membership. However, according to some of the expert sources 
consulted by the author in Warsaw in December 1987, among those 
veterans there were some two thousand Jewish Communists. 

8. The delay of the Russian invasion is usually ascribed to the com-
bination of the "hyena principle," according to which it was better for 
the USSR to delay crossing the Polish border until all or most of the 
Polish armed resistance was destroyed by the German army (see Davies 
1981 : 439-440), or to the wish to present the invasion to the Soviet 
population as a defensive act to protect their countrymen, the Ukrainians 
and Byelorussians (see Gross and Grudzinska-Gross 1983: 14). 

9. The term "Great Fear" in connection with this period was coined 
by Julian Stryjkowski, a Polish-Jewish writer who participated in these 
events, in his autobiographical novel Wielki Strach (1980). 

10. For discussion of Jewish reactions toward the new Soviet rule, see 
Gross and Grudzinska-Gross 1983: 28-33 . 

1 1 . The extent to which the Soviet-German friendship pact was a 
shock for Jewish, and especially affirmatively Jewish, Communists 
throughout the world is witnessed by the fact that its impact destroyed 
most of the Communist influence among the Jewish immigrants to the 
United States (Howe 1976: 345-346). 

12. Gross and Grudzinska-Gross report that "about 20 thousand 
went there voluntarily in search of work" (1983: 8). However, based on 
Polish Communist sources, Zbiniewicz (1963: 13) estimates this number 
at 80,000. 

13 . Estimations of the number of those deported to prison, labor 
camps, and forced settlements vary considerably. Thus, according to 
Gross and Grudzinska-Gross (1983: 8), this category numbered approx-
imately 880,000, while Nussbaum (1972: 95) estimates the total number 
of these deportees at 1,200,000. 

14. Prior to deportation, the refugees from central and eastern Poland 
could register with a Soviet-German commission for repatriation to their 
home areas. Among the large number who in their disappointment over 
the conditions in the Soviet-occupied areas wanted to register for return, 
there were several Communists, among them Wladyslaw Gomulka, the 
future first secretary of the Polish Communist party. Regarding Jews, this 
action was a provocation and those tens of thousands who registered for 
repatriation to the German-occupied areas were deported to the east in 
June 1940, which, unintentionally, saved them from Nazi genocide. 
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1 5 . There were fourteen categories of people listed for deportation by 
the N K V D decree of 1940. They ranged from members of political 
parties, student organizations, officers, officials, aristocrats, and capitalists 
to those who had traveled abroad, were esperantists, or philatelists. The 
mass arrests that preceded deportations were later commented on by 
Krushchev, who was then the first party secretary in Ukrainia, as aimed 
at strengthening the Soviet state and socialism (Davies 1 9 8 1 : 443—444, 
447-448) . 

1 0 : The Winds of W a r 

1 . Although Soviet intelligence agents reported about German prepa-
rations for war with the USSR, Stalin did not believe that war could 
break out before 1944 and disregarded the warnings (Trepper 1977 : 
1 4 4 - 1 5 5 ) . The German attack must have come as a total surprise to him, 
and he did not speak to the Soviet people until after the fighting had gone 
on for fourteen days (Deutscher 1973 : 362—363). 

2. According to General Anders, the commander of the Polish army in 
the USSR, approximately 500,000 Polish soldiers and recruits were taken 
prisoner by the Soviet army (Gross and Grudzinska-Gross 1983 : 52). 
The Polish-Soviet military agreement regarding the creation of a Polish 
army on Soviet soil was signed on August 14, 1 9 4 1 . British Prime Minis-
ter Churchill had mediated the Polish-Soviet rapprochement, regarding it 
as essential for the anti-Nazi war effort (Buszko 1985: 382). 

3. In charge of the entire process was the Comintern's chairman, 
Georgi Dimitrov. As the entire leadership of the KPP had been liquidated 
during the Great Purges, the members of the initiative group selected by 
him were former low-ranking party activists, as were Pawel Finder, Mar-
celi Nowotko, and Boleslaw Molojec, the leaders of the group. It was 
Dimitrov himself who conceived the name of the future Polish Commu-
nist party. It was to be called Polish Workers' Party, and its activities 
were to be formally independent from but de facto strictly controlled by 
the Comintern. Thus, it was only for tactical reasons that the party was 
not to call itself Communist openly and not to formally belong to the 
Comintern. See also, Malinowski 1972: 358. 

4. The first proposal to set up a Polish unit in the framework of the 
Red Army was made soon after the outbreak of the Soviet-German war. 
However, prior to the Soviet victory at Stalingrad, all such proposals 
were turned down or ignored (Zbiniewicz 1 9 6 1 : 89). 

5. See Redlich 1 9 7 1 : 90—91 and Gross and Grudzinska-Gross 1983: 
9-

6. Answering Polish protests, the Soviet Foreign Ministry stated that 
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"al l citizens of the Western districts of the Ukrainian and Byelorussian 
Soviet Socialist Republic who were in the territories of the above men-
tioned districts between 1 and 2 November 1 9 3 9 . . . acquired Soviet 
citizenship. The readiness of the Soviet Government to recognize as Pol-
ish citizens persons of Polish nationality inhabiting the above mentioned 
districts until 1 - 2 November 1939 shows the goodwill and readiness to 
compromise of the Soviet Government, but can in no case serve as a basis 
for the analogous recognition as Polish citizens of persons of other 
nationalities, in particular Ukrainian, Byelorusian and Jewish" (quoted 
in Redlich 1 9 7 1 : 91) . 

7. See Redlich 1 9 7 1 : 9 3 - 9 6 . 
8. Ibid., 97. See also Gross and Grudzinska-Gross 1 9 8 3 : 10 , 68, and 

Buszko 1985 : 383. 
9. See Zawodny 1962 and Davies 1 9 8 1 : 452 , 487. 
10 . These events are still surrounded by mystery. Nowotko was killed 

on Molojec's order, suspected of cooperation with the Nazis. Molojec 
himself was allegedly tried and sentenced to death by a party tribunal for 
this unauthorized assassination. However, he was probably shot without 
any trial. 

1 1 . Quoted in Nussbaum 1 9 7 2 : 97. 
1 2 . Prior to the creation of the ZPP and the Kosciuszko 1st Division, 

there were 18 Jews among the 24 activists mentioned by Polish histo-
rians as leaders in the Polish-Communist centers at Ufa, Saratov, and 
Kuybyshev. Except for Wanda Wasilewska, all the contributors to the 
Polish-language journal Wolrta Polska published in Moscow from March 
i 9 4 i , h a l f o f the members of the committee whose task it was to steer the 
organization of the new Polish army, and half of the highest ZPP leaders 
were Jews. See Nussbaum 1972 : 9 6 - 9 7 . 

1 3 . Polish-Jewish Communists formed a core of the secret leadership 
of Polish Communists in the USSR, which was formally created in Janu-
ary 1944 under the name Centralne Biuro Komunistow Polski (the 
CBKP, Central Bureau of Poland's Communists). This group guided the 
work in the officially non-Communist front organizations, and its exis-
tence was so clandestine that it was at first not even revealed to the PPR 
leadership and not mentioned publicly until 1954. On the CBKP, its lead-
ership, and the political significance of its steering activities, see Kolome-
jczyk and Malinowski 1986: 1 8 5 - 2 1 4 . 

According to Jakub Berman, who belonged to the central leadership of 
the CBKP, its formation was directed by the Soviet leadership, which also 
conceived its name and selected its principal members (Toranska 1985 : 
258). Thus, CBKP should be regarded not only as expressing the Polish 
Communist elite's desire to create on organizational structure for Polish 
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Communists in the USSR but also as a direct instrument of Soviet policy 
in Poland which was to counterbalance the potentially too independent 
leadership of the PPR. 

14 . To take only one, but highly significant, example: Leon Kasman, 
a prewar Jewish Communist who after the war became editor-in-chief of 
the central party paper, Trybuna Ludu, was during the war a contact 
man between the Polish Communists in the USSR and the Soviet lead-
ership, and the PPR. Mieczyslaw Moczar, the leader of the Communist 
armed force in the Lublin district, already known for his dislike of Jews, 
came into sharp conflict with Kasman over the question of superiority of 
the USSR-based or home-based Communist leadership. The conflict 
ended when Moscow temporarily suspended its arms deliveries to Moczar 
(Kolomejczyk and Malinowski 1986: 2.02.-203). Moczar never forgot 
this incident, and when at the end of the 1960s, he led the powerful 
anti-Semitic campaign in Poland, Kasman was among the first to be 
ousted from political life. 

1 5 . See Buszko 1985: 387-388 and Nussbaum 1 9 7 1 : 98-99. In-
cidentally, in the battle at Lenino, Jewish soldiers distinguished them-
selves for heroism. Jews constituted 22% of those decorated for courage 
in the battle and 1 2 . 2 % of the total number killed, which should be 
compared with the fact the only 4 . 1 % died in battle (Rudawski 1985: 
1 3 1 - 1 3 2 ) . 

16 . See Rudawski 1985: 1 3 2 and Nussbaum 1972: 100. See, also, 
Szulzycer 1 9 7 2 and Datner 1986. In this context, it is important to note 
that the official Polish sources are not reliable regarding Jewish participa-
tion in the First Polish Army, their overall tendency being to lower the 
proportion and significance of Polish-Jewish soldiers. 

1 7 . Only 1 3 % of the rank and file in the army had more than a pri-
mary school education (Nussbaum 1972: 102). 

18 . Elite political officers had clear ambitions to compete with the 
nonmilitary leadership for political power in the future Poland. These 
ambitions were expressed in an ideological document called Thesis 1 , 
which ascribed to the army, not to the party, the leading role in the 
sociopolitical transformation of Poland. Thesis 1 was an attempted 
ideological coup d'état against the CBKP and the PPR. It resulted in an 
intensive debate that ended in the so-called Thesis 2, which gave the fu-
ture leading role back to the party and its leadership (see Kolomejczyk 
and Malinowski 1986: 1 8 3 - 1 8 4 and Toranska 1985: 2 3 9 - 2 4 4 , 2 4 9 -
250). 

19 . See Kolomejczyk and Malinowski 1986: 179—180. 
20. See Buszko 1985: 387-408 ; Davies 1 9 8 1 : 467-488; Dziewa-

nowski 1959: 1 7 4 - 1 8 6 ; Kolomejczyk and Malinowski 1986: 2 0 3 - 3 2 2 . 
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1 1 : T h e Soviet Experience 

1 . " B a d luck is not an easy explanation when social scientists consider 
their data. It runs contrary to their fundamental training, knowledge and 
prejudices which call for the seeking out of causality in conscious pro-
grammes and /or the social forces which lay outside the realm of accident. 
Yet 'bad luck' may play its role and to deny it at the outset would be to 
brush aside evidence of possible major significance" (Shanin 1986: 223). 

1 z: Coming H o m e 

1 . This new Polish-German frontier was to be confirmed at a future 
peace conference. Instead, it was confirmed in separate treaties between 
Poland and the DDR (in Zgorzelec, July 1950) and, much later, between 
Poland and United Germany. 

2. Proportionally, Poland's human losses were almost double that of 
the USSR (which, with its 124 war victims out of every 1 ,000 citizens, 
occupies a second place in the war victims rating), more than double that 
of Yugoslavia (108 out of every 1,000), and three times higher than that 
of Greece (70 out of every 1,000). 

3. The data above are based on Buszko 1985: 4 0 9 - 4 1 6 ; Davies 
1 9 8 1 : 4 8 9 - 4 9 1 ; Kersten 1986: 1 3 1 , 168 ; Kolomejczyk and Malinowski 
1986: 3 7 1 - 3 7 6 ; and my own calculations. 

4. According to official figures, approximately 10,000 Polish-Jewish 
soldiers were demobilized in autumn 1945 , while 3,000 were still in the 
army (Hornowa 1985 : 1 1 3 ; Glikson 1977 : 2.38). However, as we know 
that the official numbers do not include those who registered their ethnic 
origin ("narodowosc") as Polish and that the number of Jews who served 
in this army was at least 20,000, it seems reasonable to assume that the 
proportion of those who stayed in the army and those who demobilized 
among the total of Polish-Jewish soldiers was approximately the same as 
among those who declared their ethnic origin as Jewish. 

5. From a letter with which the C K Z P greeted the returning refugees, 
quoted in Hornowa ( 1985: 1 1 5 ) . 

6. See Kersten 1974: 44, and Hornowa 1985: 1 1 2 . 
7. See Kersten 1984: 169; Hornowa 1985: 1 1 3 ; Orlicki 1983 : 1 6 7 ; 

and Sfard 1974 : 779. However, all figures regarding the postwar Jewish 
population in Poland should be regarded as approximations. The data 
are often contradictory. Thus, Hornowa (1985: 1 1 2 ) reports the number 
of Jewish refugees who came back from the USSR on their own at 
20,870, and Orlicki ( 1983: 168) reports the size of this group to be 
40,000 persons. Further, while most of the authors estimate the number 
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of Jews in Poland in 1946, when the main wave of repatriation was com-
ing to the end, at 240,000 to 250,000, some (see Glikson 1977: 242) 
lower this number to 220,000. 

8. "Yes! Only here in Warsaw I became gradually aware of the extent 
of the catastrophe that had destroyed Polish Jews. And yet, I could still 
not consciously accept that they are no more, and time and time again I 
was overwhelmed with amazement that they were gone and would never 
return. Poland without Jews! How shall I live in this land. . . when the 
surroundings, the people among whom I grew up are no more, when the 
streets over which the sound of their speech, their tears, their complaints, 
their joy, their song, their whole many-colored everyday life was floating 
are gone?. . . How shall I live?" (Mirska 1980: 444-445). 

9. See Buszko 1985: 426-427 , 4 3 1 , 433; Davies 198 1 : 464-473 , 
560-562; Checinski 1983: 1 , 2 7 - 2 8 ; and Weydenthal 1978: 49-50 . The 
civil war started as soon as the Soviet armies entering Poland cleared 
the rear by disarming, arresting, and deporting the soldiers of the Armia 
Krajowa (the AK), who were faithful to the government-in-exile. During 
the war, AK was probably Europe's largest anti-German resistance 
movement, commanding together with Bataliony Chlopskie (the BCh, 
Peasants' Battalions) over 400,000 men. The competing Communist-
armed resistance movement, the GL (and later AL), claimed to command 
40,000 fighters but probably never had more than 10,000. In any case, 
approximately 42,000 underground soldiers, mostly from the AK and 
the BCh, left the underground and "legalized" themselves, utilizing the 
amnesty proclaimed by the Provisional Government in August 1945. The 
AK was formally disbanded in January 1945, but most of its officers 
stayed in the underground so as to keep their arms, cadres, and basic 
organizational structure intact. Some of these officers formed the under-
ground organization "Freedom and Independence" (the WIN), which 
carried out its operations throughout 1946. Other anti-Communist 
armed forces were the Fascist, strongly anti-Semitic National Armed 
Forces (the NSZ), the Ukrainian separatists of the Ukrainian Uprising 
Army (the UPA), and the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (the 
OUN). In the course of the bloody military operations and the govern-
ment's amnesty for those who left the underground (February 1947), 
most of the resistance was put down and the Ukrainian population that 
supported the separatist underground was either deported to the USSR or 
spread over the Recovered Lands. According to official sources, however, 
some 13,000 fighters still continued their underground resistance in 
1948. In this context, it should be noted that according to some sources 
(see Kersten 1986: 175), the official numbers for the size of the under-
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ground are unreliable and the government's repression unnecessarily 
harsh. 

10 . See Torunska 1985: 287-289 . The PSL claimed that in the dis-
tricts where free referendum procedures were allowed, over 80% of the 
voters followed its line. 

1 1 . See Buszko 1985: 4 3 0 - 4 3 4 ; Davies 1 9 8 1 : 5 6 8 - 5 7 2 ; Dziewa-
nowski 1959: 1 8 3 - 2 2 0 ; Kersten 1986: 1 8 2 - 2 6 3 ; Kolomejczyk and 
Malinowski 1986: 4 2 0 - 4 3 3 , 4 5 8 - 5 1 2 ; and Weydenthal 1978: 5 1 - 5 2 . 

1 2 . Writing about Jews in post-194 5 Hungary, Andras Kovacs com-
ments on the assertion that a disproportionately high number of Jew held 
positions in the new regime as follows: "Although probably true, this is 
difficult to document and, at any rate, it explains very little. As has been 
pointed out, it is rather the fact that a society is preoccupied with this sort 
of statistics that needs explanation" (1985: 210). 

1 3 . On anti-Semitism and anti-Jewish violence during this period, see 
Borwicz 1986: 1 9 2 - 1 9 7 ; Checinski 1975 ; Dobroszycki 1973: 6 6 - 7 0 ; 
Lendvai, 1 9 7 1 : 2 1 2 - 2 1 4 ; Kersten 1986: 1 6 9 - 1 7 4 ; Sfard 1974: 7 8 0 -
783, and Weinryb 1953 : 2 4 7 - 2 5 3 . On Jewish reactions to anti-
Semitism, see Hurwic-Nowakowska 1986: 1 2 1 - 1 2 4 . Although her re-
search project was conducted in 1947—1950, her conclusions on this sub-
ject seem to be valid even in regard to the first two years after the war. 

14 . The phrase "Polish road to socialism" was connected to the con-
cept of "people's democracy," which was defined as a specific social sys-
tem, differing from capitalism by the liquidation of cartels and trusts and 
from socialism by the presence of a private peasantry, crafts, and small 
and medium-sized industry. This people's democracy was, however, seen 
as an intermediary stage, from which socialism was to evolve without the 
necessity of passing through the dictatorship of proletariat. For a discus-
sion of the concept, see Dymek 1980: 1 9 - 2 7 . See, also, Kersten 1986: 
1 3 9 - 1 4 1 . 

1 5 . Despite the fact that prewar Communists constituted but a frac-
tion of the PPR membership, in 1945, all members of its central commit-
tee, political bureau, and secretariat were former KPP or K Z M P mem-
bers. The " o l d " Communists thus had a totally dominant position in the 
party (Kersten 1984: 1 3 7 - 1 3 8 ) . 

16 . Already in its manifesto of July 22, 1944, the new regime prom-
ised Jews social rehabilitation and full equality of rights. This was 
stressed again in the declaration of the Provisional Government and re-
peated on numerous occasions by government officials. Fighting anti-
Semitism was seen as part of the political struggle, and the government 
supported the League to Combat Anti-Semitism and its education activ-
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ities. However, although the government issued a law about the restitu-
tion of property left in trust, abandoned, or confiscated by the occupa-
tion authorities to its prewar owners and a special Office of Deserted and 
Abandoned Properties was created, only a portion of Jewish property 
was returned to individual and institutional owners. The problem of res-
titution was especially difficult for the regime, because it met the strong 
opposition of the new owners and threatened to reinforce antigovern-
ment sentiment. As regards emigration, on several occasions, the govern-
ment expressed sympathy with the Jewish national revival in Palestine. It 
allowed the Jewish Agency's Emigration Bureau to operate in Poland 
until autumn 1948, permitted legal emigration, and quietly supported 
"illegal" or "unofficial" emigration by making arrangements or closing 
its eyes to it. It also helped in giving military training to the volunteers 
going to Palestine and, even after the frontiers were officially closed, re-
garded emigration to Palestine as a special case. Thus, by the end of 
1946, at least 120,000 (but more probably around 150,000) Jews emi-
grated from Poland, most of them within the framework of the "un-
official" emigration. 

For discussion of the official government policy, see Weinryb 1953 : 
258-265 . For eyewitness accounts of the "unofficial" emigration, see 
Rudawski 1986. On this subject, see, also, Orlicki 1983: 1 8 7 - 2 0 6 and 
Glikson 1977: 242. 

17 . See Latuch 1 9 6 1 : 68, 7 1 ; and Weinryb 1953 : 3 1 3 , 326 (n. 24). As 
previously mentioned, several Jews purposely avoided registration with 
Jewish organizations. Thus, with regard to these and other quoted official 
figures, it must be assumed that the number of Jews in Poland throughout 
the postwar period was in reality several thousand higher. 

18. Weinryb 1953 : 3 1 3 . 
19. The stereotype "Jew communism" was the main force behind 

early postwar anti-Semitism. This anti-Semitism was the chief motive of 
Jewish emigration from Poland throughout the period. The fact that it 
made for the consequential numerical domination of Jews in Poland by 
Jewish Communists, thereby lending an appearance of truth to the Jew 
communism stereotype, offers a good example of the strength of self-
fulfilling prophecies. 

20. See Bronsztejn 1970: 3 5 - 3 6 ; Hornowa 1985: 1 1 7 - 1 1 8 ; Nowa-
kowska 1965: 35; and Hurwic-Nowakowska, 1986: 1 1 9 . 

2 1 . Among those who survived the war, those ages 20 to 49 formed 
an absolute majority (65.2%), while children and people over 65 years of 
age made up only slightly over one-fifth (2 1 .7%) of the population. From 
having been 5 2 . 1 % women and 47.9% men in 1 9 3 1 , the sex ratio among 
the survivors was almost reversed. According to the CKZP's statistics, in 
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1947, women formed 48.3% and men 51 .7% of the population. As men 
probably formed a large majority among those who did not register with 
Jewish organizations (in addition to those still in the army, the majority 
of those in medium-high or high positions within the state and party 
bureaucracy were men), most probably their proportion in this popula-
tion was still higher. The proportion of mixed marriages among all mar-
riages concluded by Jews rose dramatically after the war. According to a 
research project carried out in Wroclaw, between 1946 and i960, mixed 
marriages increased to 42.6% (as compared to 3.5% in 1939). The de-
layed need for normal family life resulted in a Jewish "baby boom": chil-
dren born in 1946-47 formed almost 5% of the total registered Jewish 
population, while before the war, this number only approached 2%. See 
Bronsztejn 1965: 252, 254-255 ; Nowakowska 1965: 3 9 - 4 1 , 48; and 
Weinryb 1953: 239-243. 

1 3 : Careers and Visions 

1 . Kersten 1986: 1 3 3 - 1 3 4 , 137 ; Buszko 1985: 410, 441; Dymek 
1988: 271 . 

2. See Dymek 1988: 340-342. 
3. See Kainer 1983: 233-237 . 
4. There were anecdotes and stories about Zofia Gomulka, the wife of 

Wladyslaw Gomulka, who at that time was the first secretary of the par-
ty. Zofia, herself a Jew, was in charge of the cadres policy at the party's 
central committee level. In considering the qualifications of Jewish Com-
munists, she was extremely accurate in evaluating their appearance. Her 
favorite phrases are reported to have been "Niestety, towarzyszu, uryglad 
made zly" (Unfortunately, comrade, you have a bad appearance) and 
"No tak, towarzyszu, nazwisko made dobre, tylko wyglad..." (Well, 
comrade, your name is OK, but your appearance. . .) These qualifications 
are said to have been conclusive in deciding whether otherwise trusted 
and useful Communists were sent to work "among the people," in some 
more hidden positions, or in the Jewish sector. Another Jewish Commu-
nist in the higher party leadership, Hilary Mine, is reported to have evalu-
ated the returning refugees and their usefulness for party work from the 
same angle. A respondent reports that when he crossed the Soviet-Polish 
border together with a group of Jewish activists, they were met by Mine, 
who disqualified their suitability for important tasks because of their 
Jewish appearance. One angry member of the group produced a pocket 
mirror, put it in front of Mine's face, and shouted, "Look at yourself." 

5. In 1947, approximately 60% of the Jewish labor force was em-
ployed in industry and 14% in state administration (Orlicki 1983: 174). 
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6. Although both terms were frequently used in the official party 
vocabulary, their meanings are not entirely clear. The term party activists 
(aktyw partyjny) was understood either as comprising all those formally 
employed outside the party structure and implementing the policies of 
the party in close cooperation with the party apparatus or, more broadly, 
as also comprising the party apparatus. The higher strata of party acti-
vists were called the "party cadres." 

7. Compiled on the basis of data in Roczrtik Statystyczny 1966: 6 1 , 
68. 

8. Dymek 1988: 4 1 2 , 4 1 4 - 4 1 7 . 
9. According to the principles of the nomenclature formalized in se-

cret instructions in 1 9 5 0 , the following main categories had to be con-
firmed for their offices by the central committee: all persons working on 
the central party level, secretaries and heads of departments on the pro-
vincial party level, first secretaries of the party cells in larger industrial 
plants and all ministries, the teaching staff and researchers in the party 
schools. In state administration, this contained all personnel down to 
the level of department vice-managing directors, diplomatic personnel, 
managing directors, vice-managing directors, and heads of personnel 
departments in industrial, economic, and cultural institutions and 
larger research institutes, leadership of provincial councils and coopera-
tives, Supreme Court judges, prosecutors, and vice-prosecutors on 
the central and provincial levels. Other categories were formed by the 
administrative leadership at the universities (at departments of social 
sciences and humanities down to the prefect level), the leadership of non-
party organizations and trade unions, higher cadres of all youth orga-
nizations, mass media, security, police, and the army. 

The provincial and regional party committees had similar prerogatives 
and duties in this regard. In practice, almost every post of significance 
down to the local level had to be coordinated with and agreed to by the 
party (Dymek 1988: 4 0 6 - 4 0 7 ) . 

1 0 . This description of the Polish security apparatus in the postwar 
period is based on Checinski 1 9 8 2 , 1983 . 

1 1 . Commenting on this aspect, Checinski stresses that no public 
trials were held against the Jewish officials of the Ministry of Public 
Security because " n o such trials could have sustained the spurious claim 
that the only people to blame for all those crimes were a handful of 
Jewish officials in the Ministry of Public Security. The role played by both 
the party leadership in Poland and by their Soviet supervisors could not 
have been passed over in silence, and the official version of the past 
'errors and distortions' of the security apparatus would have been much 
less credible" ( 1982 : 99). Checinski adds also that his own investigation 
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of whether the accusation was true led him to "discover what a small 
share the Jews had had in the entire network of the Informacja appa-
ratus, and particularly in the investigation department. There had been 
only four men of Jewish origin among the several score of investigative 
officers in the main Informacja administration, and of those only one was 
in a senior position" (1982: 10 1 ) . 

1 2 . See Rozenbaum, 1 9 7 2 - 7 3 : 76. 
1 3 . See, also, Bienkowski 1969: 47. 
14 . The C K Z P originated in the Organizational Committee of Polish 

Jews in the USSR created at the ZPP in July 1944 and in the Independent 
Department for Relief to the Jewish Population created at the PKWN in 
August 1944 (see Hornowa 1985: m - 1 1 2 ; Orlicki 1983: 1 6 1 - 1 6 2 ) . 

1 5 . Religious activities were conducted by approximately thirty local 
Jewish religious communities, later renamed Jewish denominational con-
gregations, whose umbrella organization—the Union of Religious 
Communities—joined the CKZP at the beginning of 1949. However, 
these religious communities never gained a position and influence similar 
to those of the prewar Jewish communities. 

16. See Orlicki 1983: 1 7 5 - 1 7 6 ; Hornowa 1985: 1 1 5 - 1 2 2 ; Dobros-
zycki 1973 : 63 -66 ; Sfard 1974: 7 7 8 - 7 8 0 ; Weinryb 1953 : 2 7 1 - 2 7 3 , 
276, 2 8 5 - 2 8 9 ; Grynberg 1986. 

1 7 . As Grzegorz (Hersz) Smolar, one of the leaders of the Fraction, 
complained in a report in 1948, this training was not always conducted 
"in the spirit of democracy and anti-imperialist struggle." It took place in 
several camps. The largest one was situated in Bolkowo in Lower Silesia. 
Until October 1 , 1948, 3,200 Jews received their military training in Po-
land before emigration to Israel and joining the Haganah (Orlicki 1983 : 
203 -205) . Others were sent for military training to the Haganah camp in 
Czechoslovakia. Our respondents claim that in addition to those newly 
trained, over 400 Jewish officers from the Polish army were sent by the 
party to Israel and the Haganah in the double hope of securing Israel's 
victory in the war for independence and radicalizing the Israeli army in 
the direction of communism. 

18. This estimation of membership strength was reported by the Frac-
tion in a document presented to the central committee of the PPR in May 
1947 (Orlicki 1983: 225). It might be too high, but the 2,000 quoted by 
Weinryb ( 1953: 2.83) is disputed by our respondents as absolutely too 
low. 

The role of the Fraction among Polish Jews can be compared to the 
role of the Yevsektsia (Jewish section) of the Soviet Communist party 
between 1 9 1 8 and 1930. The Yevsektsia was assigned the task of providing 
propaganda in Yiddish and of carrying out party policy among Jews: 
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in short, of enforcing the dictatorship of the proletariat in the Jewish 
streets. On Yevsektsia, see Korey 1978: 7 8 - 7 9 . 

19 . Rozenbaum 1977: 366. In addition to those who registered them-
selves as members, the T S K Z considered as such all those who used its 
services or fairly regularly participated in its activities. In this perspective, 
the size of the membership must be regarded as quite approximate. Thus, 
for instance, Leopold Trepper, who was the chairman of the TSKZ , 
claims that its membership was 9,000 in this period ( 1977: 332.). 

2.0. Lovell 1966, quoted in Checinski 1 9 8 1 : 240—241. The data on 
Jewish schools in 1961 come from Kwilecki 1963: 96. 

2 1 . See Bauman 1969: 5. 
22. A specific, yet only initially visible group among them were the 

intellectuals who previously were indifferent or negative to their Jewish-
ness. The awakened Jewish self-consciousness of these intellectuals re-
sulted from the shock of the Holocaust. However, it was more a feeling 
of wounded pride and dignity than an authentic rootedness in Jewish 
culture. Typical for this reaction are the words written by Julian Tuwim, 
who in 1944, on learning of the horrors of the Holocaust, wrote a subse-
quently famous article, "We the Polish Jews." He explained the com-
munity of blood that connected him with Polish Jewry with these words: 
"There is the blood which flows in the veins; I do not believe in such a 
blood community. But there is the blood let out of the veins; in such a 
blood community I believe" (Maciejewska 1988: 3 9 - 4 1 ) . 

23. Keeping children in complete ignorance of their origin was not 
typical for most members of this category, who regarded such tactics as 
too extreme. However, such cases were not altogether unknown, clearly 
symbolizing the trend toward radical ethnic conversion. In most cases, 
children were told about their parents' origin as a fact belonging to the 
past and without importance for the present. This fact of origin was often 
to be treated as a "secret" both, as was most often explained, because of 
its actual irrelevance and because of its potentially negative significance. 

The concern to complete the goal of ethnic conversion evinced by the 
generation of children is illustrated in a recollection by a male member. 
While on vacation in the company of his girlfriend, he met an older 
female Jewish Communist who had known him and liked him since his 
early childhood. "Is your girlfriend Polish?" she asked hopefully. " N o , 
she is Jewish," he answered. "Not good, not good," she said. "We must 
weaken it, break with it." 

24. On impression management, self-deceiving performances, and be-
coming one's own public, see Goffman 1959. 

25. A typical example of this kind of problem is provided by stories 
about some respondents' participation in drinking parties with their non-
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Jewish party comrades. While they actually disliked the habit or even did 
not tolerate liquor, they saw themselves forced to participate in these 
parties and, sometimes, to take the initiative in order to gain social 
acceptance. Moreover, when told anti-Semitic jokes, some felt forced to 
laugh and to tell other jokes of the same kind, while also experiencing 
feelings of helplessness and alienation. 

26. See Nowakowska 1965, Hurwic-Nowakowska 1986. After con-
ducting her research in 1950, Nowakowska predicted that Jews would 
wholly assimilate into Polish society: "The process of assimilation affects 
not only the intelligentsia, which was quite assimilated already before the 
war, but even Jewish workers and craftsmen, which is a new, postwar 
phenomenon. It seems doubtless that through continuous contacts with 
the stronger Polish culture, the presently culturally weak Jewish group in 
Poland must, in a longer perspective, disintegrate" (1965: 149). This pre-
diction did not come true. However, it was not the autonomous forces of 
voluntary assimilation or ethnic assertion but rather the pressures of anti-
Semitic government actions taken in the late 1960s that decided the fate 
of the group, something she seems to admit in her necessarily vague for-
mulation written thirty-six years after her research project was concluded 
(Hurwic-Nowakowska 1 9 8 6 : 1 1 7 ) . 

1 4 : Holy Madness 

1 . According to Jakub Berman, at the meeting in Szklarska Poreba, 
Gomulka wanted at first to vote against formation of the Cominform. As 
such a vote would be regarded as treasonable by the Soviet Union, on 
Berman's initiative, the Polish Politburo hastily resolved to force Gomul-
ka to vote for the Cominform. See Toranska 1985: 295-296 . 

2. When Gomulka was ousted from the leadership, a powerful popu-
lar myth developed, presenting him as defender of Poland against the 
USSR and the Communist reconstruction of society. As the years that 
followed the Polish October were to prove, this myth was totally wrong. 
Moreover, Gomulka's and Stalin's positions on the issue of carrying out 
the Communist reconstruction of Polish society traversed during the 
years 1 9 4 4 - 1 9 4 8 . While at the beginning, Stalin did not believe in the 
possibility of Communist social change in Poland, during the war years, 
Gomulka and the PPR "were in a leftist, messianic, 'victoriological' 
mood, expecting to build Communism in Poland 'as on a triumphal 
march.' After 1944, Stalin's confidence grew. He began to press even 
more insistently for real, Socialist changes, approaching even more close-
ly Gomulka's original positions, and berating Bierut for his lack of rev-
olutionary ardour. Gomulka, meanwhile, faced with the practicalities of 
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'saddling the cow' was being pushed in the opposite direction, expressing 
the opinion that he was unlikely to see true socialism, not to say com-
munism, in Poland in his lifetime. Hence, the ideological conflict assumed 
the form of a scissors movement, in which over four years the two contes-
tants nearly traversed from diametrically opposed positions. Gomulka in 
1948 was making statements that coincided very closely with the Soviet 
viewpoint in 1944, and vice versa" (Davies, 1 9 8 1 : 574). 

3. On the Stalinist period in Poland, see, e.g., Dymek 1988; Dziewa-
nowski 1959: 2 0 8 - 2 5 1 ; Tymowski, Kieniewicz, and Holzer 1986: 3 1 0 -
3 1 9 ; Weydenthal 1978: 50—71. See, also, Milosz 1980. 

4. According to the "Ideological Declaration of the P Z P R " accepted 
as the party program at the unification congress of the PPR and the PPS, 
the goal of building the foundations of socialism in Poland was to be 
achieved through liquidation of the capitalist sector, Socialist trans-
formation of the economy, industrialization, and socialization of agricul-
ture. Through a strict planned economy and a socioeconomic change in 
which all private ownership of the means of production would be re-
placed by societal ownership, the very sources of exploitation would be 
eliminated. Thus, already by the end of 1948 the state sector reached a 
near monopoly on all kinds of economic activity. Beginning in 1949, all 
planning in the Polish economy, both in production and distribution of 
goods, was conducted by a centralized network of planning institutions. 
Similar formal programs for building the foundations of Socialist 
societies were formulated by other ruling Communist parties. The poli-
cies resulting from these declarations—formulated in Hungary and Alba-
nia in 1948, in Czechoslovakia in 1949, and in East Germany in 1 9 5 0 — 
produced a uniform Sovietization of the Soviet bloc countries. 

5. Among the writers, who were traditionally believed to have a key 
role in forming the consciousness of the nation, the turning point came at 
the end of January 1949, when the congress of the Polish Writers' Asso-
ciation obliged its members to take part in the cultural revolution and 
marked the beginning offensive of Socialist realism in Poland. A similar 
development that took place within the professional categories of schol-
ars and teachers of Polish, art historians, historians, economists, and 
philosophers paved the way for the First Congress of Polish Science. This 
congress, which took place in Warsaw in summer 1 9 5 1 , resulted in the 
acceptance of Marxist philosophy as the sole and obligatory foundation 
of Polish social science. 

6. The main such organization was the Pax. Founded in 1947, the Pax 
was a typical front organization aimed at dividing Catholics and making 
them cooperate with the regime. Its director was Boleslaw Piasecki, a 
prewar anti-Communist and Fascist leader and during the postwar 



Notes to Pages 248-155 375 

period, a highly placed KGB agent. On Piasecki, see Blit 1965 and 
Micewski 1978. 

7. Gomulka's speech on June 3, 1948, in which he harshly criticized 
the SDKPiL's and the KPP's anti-patriotic traditions, was never pub-
lished. However, several fragments were quoted by Bierut in his denun-
ciation of the former's views. Thus, to all those who did not participate in the 
June 3 Central Committee meeting and who were not reached by the oral 
reports and gossip, Gomulka's views became known only through the 
media's coverage of the August 3 i-September 3 Central Committee meet-
ing that condemned these views. See Bierut's speech in Nowe Drogi, Sept.-
Oct. 1948. 

8. At the end of 1947, the PPS with its nearly 700,000 members 
almost matched the PPR membership of 820,000. However, prior to the 
unification congress, over 100,000 Socialists were purged from the PPS 
and scores of new members joined the PPR. After the merger, the PZPR 
had 955,900 members from the old PPR and 5 3 1 , 3 5 0 members from the 
PPS. The purges of 1 9 4 9 - 1 9 5 1 decreased the PZPR membership by 
almost 350,000 (Weydenthal 1978: 55-56) . 

9. The regime's policy of taking over Jewish institutions and allowing 
emigration in 1949—50 was designed by a commission headed by Polit-
buro member Franciszek Mazur. This commission decided that to solve 
the Jewish problem "by January 1950 all Jewish institutions should be 
taken over by the state, and that the Jews should be accorded the right of 
free emigration to Israel if they so desired" (quoted in Weinryb 1953: 
310). 

10. See Folksshtime, Aug. 1 3 , 1948. 
1 1 . According to our respondents, the master plan to dissolve the 

C K P Z and replace it with the Communist TSKZ was not initiated by 
the leadership of the party but designed by a group of top activists of 
the Jewish sector who subsequently presented it to the party authorities 
and received their approval. 

12 . Even before the T S K Z was founded, the activists had a clear con-
cept of the goal of Jewish organizations in Socialist Poland. In May 1949, 
Zachariasz stated, "Everybody has to realize what the Jewish Committee 
is and whom it is to serve. Jewish Committees and their organizations are 
to serve the cause of building Socialism in Poland" (quoted in Orlicki 
1983: 180). 

1 3 . Intented as a warning, Ehrenburg's article did not prevent Soviet 
Jews from displaying an overwhelming enthusiasm on arrival of Israel's 
first legation to the USSR. This enthusiasm and the beginning of a wave 
of applications for emigration to Israel were repressed by ruthless arrests 
and deportations. From then on, Jews were regarded as inherently unreli-
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able and Israel, in addition to the foreign policy aspects, as a potential 
source of diversion. See Schechtman 1 9 7 8 : 1 2 3 - 1 2 5 . 

In the context of the motives for Soviet anti-Jewish propaganda, there 
is the customary question of whether they were primarily instrumental or 
whether they mirrored Stalin's personal anti-Jewish feelings. Stalinist 
anti-Semitism certainly had a mobilizing function in regard to the con-
trived inner enemy. However, some sources indicate that toward the end 
of the war , Stalin developed authentic anti-Semitic sentiments (see Alli-
luyeva 1 9 6 7 : 82, 1 7 1 , 1 9 3 , 1 9 7 - 1 9 8 ) . However, Deutscher ( 1 9 7 3 : 4 7 1 -
474) describes Stalin as personally free of anti-Semitism but inclined to 
use it for tactical purposes. Thus, this question cannot be answered in an 
unequivocal way . Moreover , from the point of view of its victims, it is 
purely academic. 

14 . For the details of this affair , see Baron 1964 : 32.3 ff. 
1 5 . According to Stefan Staszewski, who held the position of first 

secretary of the Warsaw party committee, during his visit to Poland in 
1 9 5 6 , Khrushchev revealed that in 1 9 5 2 , Stalin ordered his closest associ-
ates to organize armed groups to be used in planned pogroms (Toranska 
1 9 8 5 : 143 ) . Deutscher ( 1 9 7 3 : 474) reports plans to deport all Soviet 
Jews to Biro-Bidzhan. Checinski ( 1982 : 41—42) reports advanced Soviet 
plans for the massive deportation of J ews to Siberia and Polish plans to 
open a special internment camp for "Zionists and hostile elements." In 
addition, our respondents claim that there were detailed plans to erect 
concentration camps for Polish J ews in Bialystok province. 

16 . Noel Field was an American Communist who together with his 
brother Hermann spent the war in Switzerland as director of an Ameri-
can charitable institution that assisted refugees from Nazi-occupied coun-
tries. Prior to the war , Field had been a high-ranking official in the 
League of Nations, and the Comintern had thus decided to keep his 
membership top secret. In Switzerland, he had helped many Commu-
nists, among them former members for the International Brigades in the 
Spanish Civil War. During the Spanish Civil War, Tito had been in 
charge of the recruitment to the brigades. Together with his wife, Field 
came to Poland in 1948 to clarify his party membership and position. In 
Warsaw, the Fields were directed to Prague, where they were secretly 
arrested and handed over to the Hungarian security police. When his 
brother Hermann came to look for him, he was also arrested in Warsaw 
in August 1949 . His stepdaughter was arrested in East Berlin and sent to 
a labor camp in Siberia. Eventually, the Fields were quietly released after 
official American intervention, in the wake of the defection of the Polish 
high security official, Jozef Swiatlo, and his revelations about their fate in 
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1954. See Lewis 1965. On the Polish repercussions of the Field affair, see 
Checinski 1982: 77 -82 . 

17 . See Checinski 1982: 8 1 - 8 2 , 84—850. 
18. Hirszowicz (1986: 201) points out the ideological significance of 

these purges and the underlying arguments, as they prepared the party 
membership for use of anti-Jewish policies in the party. 

19. Mirski 1953: 82-83. 
20. For a literary account of similar situations, see Wygodzki 1968. 

1 5 : The Thaw and After 

1 . Following the preparations for the 9th Plenum of the Central Com-
mittee (October 1953), the theoretical party organ, Nowe Drogi, pub-
lished articles in June and August stressing the importance of collective 
leadership. 

2. These changes in economic policy were announced by Bierut at the 
Central Committee plenum of October 1953. For a review of its pos-
tulates and effects, see Dymek 1988: 504-5 16 . 

3. See Nowe Drogi, Mar. 1954. 
4. On Swiatlo, his defection, and revelations, see Blazynski 1985. 
5. See Nowe Drogi, Feb. 1955: 1 0 - 1 1 . 
6. Brzezinski 1967: 243. The most famous was Klub Krzywego Kola 

(Club of the Crooked Circle). On its history and activities, see Jedlicki 
1963. 

7. Officially, while attending the Twentieth Congress of the Soviet 
party, Bierut became ill suddenly and died a natural death on March 12 , 
1956. However, persistent rumors attributed his death to suicide follow-
ing the shock of Khrushchev's sensational speech. 

8. Brzezinski 1967: 245. 
9. Weydenthal 1978: 81. 
10. The names Natolin and Pulawska were derived from the names of 

the places where the groups used to meet. Natolin is a state-owned palace 
situated near Warsaw. Pulawska is a street in central Warsaw, where 
several of this group's members had their apartments. For the epithets 
"the Jews" and "the Boors" and for the conflicts between the groups, see 
Jedlicki 1962. 

1 1 . No official transcript of this 7th Plenum of the Central Committee 
was published. However, its content became widely known in the party 
through the leaks arranged by members of the Pulawska group. Besides 
anti-Jewish purges, Nowak demanded continuation of agricultural col-
lectivization, a 50% wage increase for the workers, restricting the press 
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and dampening ferment among the intellectuals, close identification with 
the USSR, and Gomulka's return to the Politburo. See Jedlicki 1963: 
30—32; Checinski 1982: 1 1 3 — 1 1 4 ; and Weydenthal 1978: 84. 

l i . As the Polish party leadership was disintegrating into groups and 
factions, the Soviet leaders must have received conflicting and worrying 
reports about the development and Gomulka's intentions. On the Soviet 
leadership's attitudes toward Gomulka, see Brzezinski 1967: 248—268. 

13 . See Dziewanowski 1959: 274. 
14. Landing in Warsaw, Khrushchev was in a rage. He shouted at and 

insulted the Polish leadership who had gathered for his reception. For 
eyewitness accounts of these fateful moments, see for instance, Toranska 
1985: 6 3 - 6 4 . 

15 . For speeches and resolutions of this Central Committee plenum, 
see Nowe Drogi, Oct. 1956. 

16. The concrete concessions given by the Soviet leadership included 
recalling Rokossowski, Soviet generals, and several thousand Soviet 
advisors, revising the Polish-Soviet economic treaties and cancellation of 
Poland's debts to the USSR, amnesty for Polish citizens still in the Soviet 
camps, and a limited repatriation of Polish citizens still in the USSR. In 
addition, it was agreed that the movement of Soviet troops on Polish soil 
would be coordinated with the Polish authorities and that the Polish 
party was free to seek an agreement with the church and to postpone 
the forced collectivization of agriculture. 

17 . After improving relations with the church, with its support, and 
by presenting them as decisive for Poland's national independence, 
Gomulka successfully carried out parliamentary elections in January 
1957. Afterward, attention was turned to the divided party. Here 
Gomulka adopted a two-front strategy, with the main political thrust 
directed against the reformers. At the Central Committee plenum in May 
1957 , Gomulka heavily criticized the revisionists in the party, at the same 
time criticizing the dogmatists in a much lighter tone. The campaign 
against the revisionists and the until then quite independent press was 
intensified, and the revisionists were silenced or purged from the mass 
media. Strict censorship was again imposed, the paper, Po Prostu, was 
banned (Oct. 1957), and the demonstration in its support was brutally 
suppressed. To reestablish discipline in the party, between November 
1957 and September 1958, over 261 ,000 party members were purged 
(Weydenthal 1978: 97). New, party-controlled youth organizations were 
founded and the rights of the workers' councils severely restricted. Thus, 
the situation was "normalized." 

18. Calculated from data in Dymek (1988: 5 2 5 - 5 2 7 ) . 
19. A sensational article published in Folksshtime in April 1956 de-
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scribed in detail the Stalinist liquidation of Jewish culture in the USSR. 
Although it ended by expressing hope for a Jewish cultural revival, it 
caused shock, protests, and cultural awakening among many Jews in the 
international Communist movement. See Mishkinsky 1 9 7 1 : 8 0 5 - 8 0 6 . 

20. Lendvai 1 9 7 1 : 2 1 8 . Khrushchev uttered this remark when oppos-
ing Zambrowski 's candidacy as successor to Bierut. Apparently, Khrush-
chev believed that Jewish Communists were less acceptable to the masses 
and thus handicapped the party in the eyes of the people (Brzezinski 
1967 : 1 7 1 ) . 

2 1 . For the full text of this letter, see Checinski 1982 : 2 6 8 - 2 7 1 . In 
many local instances, however, this letter was sabotaged and not read at 
party meetings. 

22. See, e.g., Siekierska 1 9 5 6 ; Kolakowski 1 9 5 6 ; Burgin 1 9 5 7 ; 
Ambroziewicz, Gonczarski, and Olszewski 1 9 5 7 . 

23. Sfard 1974 : 784. However, Glikson ( 1977 : 243) estimates the 
number of Polish-Jewish emigrants to Israel during 1956—1960 to be 
42,289 persons, with almost 30,000 coming in 1 9 5 7 when the emigra-
tion reached its peak. 

24. See Sfard 1 9 7 1 : 784, Checinski 1982 : 1 3 0 . Kwilecki ( 1 9 6 3 : 87) 
estimates the size of the Jewish population in Poland at the beginning of 
the 1960s to be 3 1 , 0 0 0 . 

25. Glikson ( 1977 : 243) states the number of Jews who returned to 
Poland from the USSR with this repatriation to be 18 ,000 persons, out of 
which 6,000 are said to have soon left Poland for Israel. It should be 
noted that Checinski ( 1982 : 192) estimates the number of the repatriates 
at 40,000 and Sfard ( 1 9 7 1 : 784) at 25,000. However, even this latter 
number is disputed by some of our initiated respondents as probably too 
large, while the former seems to be totally out of proportion. 

1 6 : T h e D e f e a t 

1 . Moczar himself is the best illustration of this accumulating resent-
ment. As mentioned in other contexts, he was deeply frustrated as a local 
guerrilla leader during the war when he found himself subordinated to 
the Jewish political commissars parachuted in from the USSR. Although 
he denounced Gomulka in 1948, in the wake of the latter's defeat, he was 
transferred from the security service to the post of provincial governor 
and bitterly blamed Jews for what he considered his humilating down-
grading. During the thaw, he joined the Natolinians and shared their 
anti-Jewish stance. He was further frustrated when Gomulka did not 
consistently avenge all his former prosecutors. When appointed deputy 
minister of interior in charge of the security service in 1 9 5 7 and minister 
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in 1 9 6 4 , he was finally able to get on with settling old debts. See Kolome-
jczyk and Malinowski 1986 : 2 0 2 - 2 0 3 , and Checinski 1 9 8 2 : 1 5 7 - 1 5 9 . 

2. From 1964 on, the party apparatus stabilized at about 7 ,000 full-
time employees. Despite improvement, they were still relatively poorly 
educated: only 1 7 . 8 % had a higher education (half of them received this 
education while being fully employed party staff members), while about 
one-third had an education not exceeding the primary school level. Over 
half of the apparatus had been employed for five years or longer. Over 
7 0 % had joined the party before 1948 and 1 5 % during the war or ear-
lier. See Weydenthal 1 9 7 8 : 1 0 9 , 1 1 1 - 1 1 2 . 

3 . See Bienkowski 1 9 7 1 : 2 1 , 36, 46—47, 65. 
4. Several reformers and several J ews were purged from the Central 

Committee in 1959 . This process continued, and in 1 9 6 3 , Roman Z a m -
browski, the last member of the Pulawska group and the last J e w in a top 
position, was purged from the Politburo. Still more reformers and J e w s 
were forced to leave the Central Committee at the congress of 1 9 6 4 , 
under the slogan of bringing young and well-educated cadres into the 
party leadership. 

5. Weydenthal 1 9 7 8 : 1 0 7 - 1 0 9 , 1 7 8 . 
6. Bienkowski 1 9 7 1 : 50. 
7. See Wiatr and Ostrowski, 1967 : 1 4 8 ; Bauman 1 9 6 7 a : 29, 3 1—32 ; 

Bauman 1967b: 1 6 8 - 1 7 4 . 
8. See Sartre 1 9 6 5 ; Kolakowski i 9 6 0 : 1 5 9 - 1 6 9 ; Bauman 1 9 6 8 : 

1 2 - 2 1 . 
9. See Anonymous (Checinski) 1 9 7 1 : 23—25, 29—30; Bienkowski 

1 9 7 1 : 74-78-
10 . See Checinski 1 9 8 2 : 1 4 7 - 1 4 9 , 1 5 9 , 1 6 3 , 1 6 5 - 1 6 6 ; Anonymous 

(Checinski) 1 9 7 1 : 2 7 - 2 8 . 
1 1 . "Kliszko's lecture was so dangerously outspoken that its full text 

has never been published and he ordered the destruction of the tape 
recording" (Lendvai 1 9 7 1 : 226). 

1 2 . Zbigniew Brzezinski remarked in 1 9 6 5 , " In a curious way, [the] 
emerging new Polish communist elite resembles the pre-World War II 
extreme right-wing groups in Poland more than it resembles either its 
Comintern-reared Stalinist predecessors or the earlier, internationalist 
founders of the Polish Communist party. The program of the prewar 
rightists had typically included advocacy of a close alliance with Russia 
against Germany, the desirability of a homogeneous Polish state (and not 
one containing many minorities), a certain dose of anti-Semitism for 
mass-consumption, violent emphasis on nationalism, and contempt for 
liberalism. Quite striking, and characteristic of the general decay of 
Marxism-Leninism, is the fact that many of the surviving prewar neo-
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Fascist youth activists are now to be found among the most outspoken 
enthusiasts of the new Polish 'Communist ' state—for the first time in 
history nationally homogeneous, allied with Russia against Germany, 
domestically authoritarian, and increasingly nationalist" (quoted in 
Rozenbaum 1 9 7 2 - 7 3 : 90). 

1 3 . See Lendvai 1 9 7 1 : 1 4 4 ; Rozenbaum 1 9 7 2 - 7 3 : 8 3 - 8 5 , 89; 
Anonymous (Checinski) 1 9 7 1 : 20—23; Checinski 1982: 1 4 6 - 1 5 2 , 165— 
1 6 7 , 2 0 1 ; Bienkowski 1 9 7 1 : 5 4 - 6 3 . 

1 4 . Lendvai 1 9 7 1 : 230 . 
1 5 . On Gomulka, see Raina 1 9 7 0 and Bethell 1972 . On the charac-

teristics of his reign during this period, see, also, Bienkowski 1 9 7 1 . 
16 . Despite the fact that several members of the Polish leadership re-

garded Soviet Middle Eastern policies as opportunist, in the beginning of 
the 1960s , Polish mass media were directed to take a pro-Arab stance in 
reporting from the Middle East. Poland was also forced into the joint 
Soviet bloc supply of the Arab armies. In addition, in connection with the 
economic relations with the Arab states, there were increasing pressures 
not to employ Jews in Poland's foreign trade organizations. See Anony-
mous (Checinski) 1 9 7 1 : 26. 

1 7 . This propaganda began in the 1950s . For a description of some of 
its early expressions, see Schechtman 1978 : 1 2 6 - 1 2 9 . 

18 . For a description of this propaganda, see, e.g., Anonymous (Che-
cinski) 1 9 7 1 : 1 9 - 2 0 and Checinski 1982 : 1 3 1 - 1 3 2 . In this context, 
some of our respondents recall several tragicomic quid pro quo situa-
tions. When visiting Moscow or receiving official Soviet visitors who did 
not identify them as Jews , they were warned that Jews had too much 
influence in Poland, that they could not be trusted, and that Poland 
should be governed by "real Poles." 

19 . Henryk Holland was a prewar Polish-Jewish Communist, a Soviet 
refugee, and a soldier in the Communist Polish First Army. A popular 
journalist and a well-known figure among party intellectuals, he was 
arrested in December 1 9 6 1 . Despite the official report that he later com-
mitted suicide by jumping out of a window during a search of his apart-
ment, it was widely believed that he was murdered. The affair shook 
liberals and old Communists. His funeral turned into a symbolic demon-
stration. About one hundred of Holland's old Communist comrades, 
among them some Central Committee members, gathered at the ceme-
tery and sang the Internationale at his grave. In the wake of this affair, the 
last remaining senior leaders of the Pulawska group were purged from 
central party positions and the partisans assumed control over the entire 
ministry of internal afairs. 

There are different accounts surrounding Holland's death. Some con-
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nect it to the alleged fact that he reported Khrushchev's drunk Warsaw 
story to a French journalist about the way he and the rest of the Soviet 
Politburo outsmarted Beria, lured him to attend a meeting in the Kremlin, 
and collectively strangled him (Kott 1985: 1 3 8 - 1 3 9 ) . Others connect his 
death to alleged intervention on behalf of the wife of the Polish diplomat 
Jerzy Bryn. Following Bryn's defection to the West, his wife was kid-
napped in France and smuggled back to Poland. Bryn then changed his 
mind about defecting and returned to Poland, to be sentenced to life im-
prisonment (Checinski 1981: 1 5 Z - 1 5 3 ) . 

zo. The best-known manifestations of this dissent are the "Open Let-
ter to the Party" written in 1965 by two young assistants, Jacek Kuron 
and Karol Modzelewski, and Leszek Kolakowski's speech at a student 
meeting at Warsaw University in October of that year. The "Open Let-
ter" was a political manifesto that called on the party to abolish its 
bureaucratic elite and to establish a true "workers' democracy." Kola-
kowski's speech contained severe criticism of the economic, social, and 
cultural policies of the party, analyzed authoritarianism, and called for 
democratization. Kuron and Modzelewski were arrested and sentenced 
to prison, while Kolakowski and his supporters were expelled from the 
party. 

11. Dealing with the problem of nationalism and anti-Semitism (on z 
out of 358 pages), Schaff (196$) claimed that anti-Semitism had not 
automatically disappeared in Socialist countries, that its existence should 
be acknowledged, and that it should be fought. At a debate organized by 
the party theoretical organ Nowe Drogi on October iz , 1965, Schaff's 
book was strongly criticized as "distorting reality" and demonstrating 
"lack of political responsibility." For this debate, see Nowe Drogi (1965: 
57-186). 

zz. For instance, the Jewish origins of Colonel Wladyslaw Tykocin-
ski, who defected to the West, and of four Warsaw students detained and 
subsequently suspended from their studies in connection with the Kuron-
Modzelewski case were repeatedly stressed by the mass media and in the 
rumors spread by the security service. 

Z3. Lendvai 1971 : 144. 
Z4. Prawo i Zycie, Apr. 10, 1966, Dec. 4, 1966; Forum, June i z , 

1966. 
25. For a description of the arguments used in this campaign, see, e.g., 

Szac (Schatz) 1974: 3 - 1 5 . 
z6. Calculated from data in Roczrtik Statystyczny 1966: 35 and 

Weydenthal (1978: 178). In 1965, out of a population of 3 1 .6 million, 
15.9 million lived in the countryside. The Communist party had 
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1 ,775,000 members, of whom 1 1 . 7 % were peasants, 40 . 1% workers, 
and 4Z.7% in white-collar professions. 

27. The overwhelming majority of all those gainfully employed in Po-
land (8.61 million out of 8.74 million in 1965) worked in the state-
owned sector of economy and administration. Out of these, 79% had a 
primary or vocational education, 1 7 % a secondary or postsecondary 
education, and only 4% higher education in 1965 (Rocznik Staty-
styczny 1966: 6 1 , 68). No quantitative data on the formal level of educa-
tion for all the members of the generation are available. However, nearly 
every second respondent had an education exceeding the secondary level. 
Another indication of their relatively high level of formal education is 
that in the parent generation, a group that includes both the members of 
this generation and their Polish-Jewish peers, who left Poland and emi-
grated to Sweden following the March 1968 campaign, 26% of the 
females and 37% of the males had a higher education (Ilicki 1988: 133). 

28. In 1965, approximately two-thirds of all those gainfully em-
ployed in Poland were defined as workers (Roczrtik Statystyczny 1966). 
As for a Polish-Jewish population, in 1958, 52% were workers, 1 2 % 
were craftsmen, 20% were white-collar workers (clerks, officials, civil 
servants, etc.), 8% were conspicuous in free professions, and another 8% 
in other areas (Kwilecki 1963: 90-91) . 

29. See, e.g., Alsterdal 1969; Banas 1979, esp. 9 7 - 1 8 5 ; Checinski 
1982: 2 0 9 - 2 5 3 ; Lendvai i97 i , e sp . 89-239 ; Rozenbaum 1978; Silber-
ner 1983: 257 -264 ; Wiesenthal 1968; Wydarzenia marcowe 1968. 

30. It should be noted that contrary to accepted Communist habit, 
this speech, or at least its last sentence, had not been cleared with the 
Politburo and that two of its members, Edward Ochab and Adam 
Rapacki, strongly protested against it. However, their protests were 
ignored, and, eventually, both left the party leadership. 

3 1 . Police agents distributed a series of anti-Semitic leaflets among 
students. One of these, for instance, was entitled "Whom are you 
supporting?" The message was that innocent Polish students were being 
manipulated by ill-minded and rich Jews who, as the leaflet said, were 
"leaders by their tribal birthright, free from financial troubles and cares." 
For student demands and their responses to propaganda, see Wydarzenia 
marcowe 1968, 1969. 

32. Trybuna Ludu, March 12 , 1968. 
33. Ibid., March 15 , 1968. 
34. This challenge against the Gomulka team (clearly formulated in 

Kazimierz Kakol's article "Sprawy i ludzie" in the March 24, 1968, issue 
of "Prowo i Zycie") expressed itself also in the form of a consequent 
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rumor campaign and accusations of Jewish origin, Jewish connections 
and pro-Israeli sympathies directed against several top party leaders, 
among them four Politburo members. 

35. Trybuna Ludu, April 19, 1968. 
36. Resolution adapted by the party cell at the Ministry of Foreign 

Trade, published in Trybuna Ludu, March 13 , 1968. 
37. Trybuna Ludu, Apr. 1 3 - 1 5 , 1968. 
38. See Werblan 1968. 
39. Zambrowski 1986: 128. 
40. Moczar and his faction did not make it to the top. Besides the 

Czechoslovakian crisis and the strong position of the other aspirant to 
power, Edward Gierek, the single most important reason that stopped 
the police faction's attempt to gain power was probably what formed the 
core of its appeal and message, namely, its nationalism. As Moscow well 
knew, this nationalism was bound to release a latent anti-Sovietism. In 
any case, Gomulka weathered the storm, appearing to Moscow, particu-
larly in the background of the Czechoslovakian crisis, as indispensable. 

After changes in the Polish government, Moscow gave its explicit sup-
port to Gomulka when its Warsaw ambassador, Aritstow, called him 
"the favorite son of Poland" and the guarantor of Polish-Soviet 
friendship (Trybuna Ludu, Apr. 2 1 , 1968). Although during the Central 
Committee meeting on July 8-9, 1968, Moczar was elected deputy mem-
ber of the Politburo and the secretary of the Central Committee, he failed 
to join as a full member. The developments in Czechoslovakia, Gomul-
ka's strong support for the invasion plans, and the invasion itself (Aug. 
21) restored Gomulka's unquestioned authority. As before, its main 
source was his Moscow support, most emphatically expressed by Brezh-
nev, who, praising Gomulka during the November 1968 Polish party 
congress, clearly implied that he was under Soviet protection (Trybuna 
Ludu, Nov. 13 , 1968). Thus, the balance was reestablished and, for a 
time, the power struggle settled. The Soviet leadership let Gierek de-
throne Gomulka in the wake of the workers' revolt of December 1970. 
After having consolidated his position and, most probably, having re-
ceived carte blanche from Moscow, Gierek gradually defeated Moczar 
and curtailed the power of the police faction. 

41 . "It has been estimated that the final exodus enriched the Polish 
state by some 250 million zlotys" (Checinski 1982: 254, n. 10). 

42. There are no completely reliable figures as to the number of those 
who remained and those who left. Thus, in June 1969, the PAP 
announced that 5,864 Jews had emigrated between July 1 , 1967, and the 
end of May 1968. However, according to Rozenbaum (1972-73: 
91), in approximately the same time, over 20,000 visas were issued by 
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the Dutch embassy, which represented Israel's interests in Poland. 
According to Glikson (1977: 244), nearly 15 ,000 Jews left Poland in 
1 9 6 2 - 1 9 7 2 , while Adelson (1985: 175) estimates the number of Jewish 
refugees as 30,000. As for those who stayed, Checinski (1982: 246) esti-
mates their number to be 5,000 to 6,000 and Rozenbaum (1977: 340) 
3,000 to 7,000. The most reliable estimate probably comes from Akiva 
Kohane of the AJDC's European office, who in several discussions with 
the author estimated the number of refugees at about 20,000 and the 
number of those who remained at approximately 5,000, mostly the 
elderly. 

1 7 : Looking Back 

1 . For a more detailed analysis of the present state of the ethnic identi-
ty of those members of the generation who migrated to Sweden, see 
Schatz 1988. 

2. Abrams 1982: 248-249. 
3. Heberle 1 9 5 1 : 1 1 9 . 
4. Shanin 1986: 3 14 . 

Appendix : Generations, Career, Jewish 
Identity: Conceptual Framework 

1 . The equilibrium perspective is best exemplified by the works of Tal-
cott Parsons ( 1937 , 1 9 5 1 a , 1 9 5 1 b , 1953 , 1964, 1966, 1 9 7 1 ) and his 
followers, conflict orientation by the Marxist and Weberian traditions. 
The nondestructive or positive role of conflict was advocated by Simmel 
(1892, 1955) ; his perspective was further developed by Coser ( 1956, 
1968) and Dahrendorf (1959). The Weberian (1922) tradition empha-
sizes competitiveness as a peaceful, regulated conflict, a necessary ele-
ment in all social relations. For a constructive criticism of positivism, see 
Alexander 1982. 

2. Presentations, discussion, and comments about historical sociology 
have produced a large body of literature. See, e.g., Abrams 1982; Braudel 
1980; Burke 1980; Skocpol 1984; Stone 1 9 8 1 ; Tilly 1 9 8 1 , 1984. 

3. For an authoritative presentation of this undercurrent, its research 
projects, and methods, see, e.g., Bertaux 1 9 8 1 ; Plummer 1983 ; Thomp-
son 1978. 

4. This notion is best exemplified by Barrington Moore, who in his 
"Reflections on the Causes of Human M i s e r y . . . " (1972) and "Injus-
tice. . . " (1978) has focused on men's moral and existential condition in 
relation to power and politics and on the role of morals and ideologies in 
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the processes of social change, thus underlining the importance of no-
tions of justice for our understanding of political consciousness and ac-
tion. 

5. In the last decades, research in the area of generational and life-
course study has resulted in several fascinating empirical studies and a 
methodological refinement. However, it appears that since the 1950s, 
there has been only a relatively insignificant development of the concep-
tual framework. For a review of research concerns and approaches in 
generational and life-course studies conducted within a broadly defined 
political sociology, see Braungart and Braungart 1984. 

6. See Abrams 1982: 249. 
7. See Berger and Luckmann 1967: 190. 
8. There is a Russian joke that, alluding to a line from the poet, 

Mayakovsky, illustrates this situation. A speaker at a May 1 celebration 
exclaims, "We say the Party and we think Lenin, we say Lenin and we 
think the Party!" while the audience silently comments, "Yes, for fifty 
years we have been thinking one thing and doing another." 

9. One of the best illustrations of how generational identity adjusts 
itself to an existential frame of reference and possibility of action is 
Elkins's Slavery, with its study of a "Sambo" personality of North Ameri-
can slaves. This personality type—"docile but irresponsible, loyal but 
lazy, humble but chronically given to lying and stealing. . . lovable by his 
childlike innocence and dependence" (1959: 82)—was a product of con-
ditions specific for the North American plantation system. Different con-
ditions of slavery in South America produced a different type of slave 
personality. 

10. The best illustration for socially and politically sanctioned deviant 
behavior is provided by one of the most sharp-eyed observers of Com-
munist East European societies, Slawomir Mrozek. The setting for one of 
his surrealistically satirical short stories is the cellar of a building of a 
provincial Polish Communist party committee, furnished by the party 
authorities as a church with an employed Catholic priest, all in order to 
enable supposedly atheistic party members to discreetly attend religious 
services. 

1 1 . See Mead 1970: 1 5 4 - 1 5 8 . 
12. See Berger and Luckmann 1967: 133. 
13 . See Becker 1963; Goffman 1968; Lemert 1967; Matza 1969. 

Becker's concept of deviant career, Goffman's concept of moral career, 
Lemert's general discussion of deviation as a process, and Matza's con-
cept of the process of signification all have in common a time-oriented, 
sequential perspective on individual becoming. 

14. Tillich 1964: 43. 
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1 5 . See, also, Glazer and Moynihan 1967. 
16 . For a general review of Jewish history, see, e.g., Ben-Sasson 1976; 

Graetz 1967 ; Grayzel 1968; Roth 1970. 
1 7 . For a discussion of the European redefinition of Jews, the de-

mands placed on them, and Jewish reactions, a subject that has preoccu-
pied Jewish studies, see, e.g., Agus 1978; Bauman 1988; Goldscheider 
and Zuckerman 1984; Katz 1 9 7 1 , 1973 ; Marrus 1 9 7 1 ; Meyer 1966; 
Pulzer 1964; Prager and Telushkin 1983: 1 2 7 - 1 7 6 ; Talmon 1980: 1 6 9 -
2 1 5 ; Wistrich 1976, 1982. 

18 . See, e.g., Blum 1972 ; Davies 1974; Glazer 1957 ; Goldstein and 
Goldscheider 1968; Gordon and Grossin 1976; Herberg i960; Herman 
1970 ; Klaff 1977 ; Levy 1975 ; Liebman 1978; Lipset 1963; Ilicki 1988. 
The study by Sklare and Greenblum (1967), with its focus on Jewish 
identity in a modern pluralistic society, was possibly the most influential. 

19 . Herman 1970: 10. 
20. See Galtung 1964. 
2 1 . See Smelser 1963. 
22. See Westin 1973 : 4 5 - 4 7 . 
23. For a review, see Dencik and Wiberg 1984: 7 - 1 2 . The debate 

about an actor's versus a researcher's perspective has been particularly 
intense in the field of conflict theory. See, e.g., Galtung 1969: 2; Berg-
strom 1970: 3; Derrienic 1972 : 4; Boulding 1977: 1 . 
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