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At their best, relations between Poles and Jews have
always been contentious. With the publication of Neigh-
bors in 2000, Jan T. Gross challenged Poles to confront
the issue of their participation in the direct killing of Jews
during World War II.[1] A re-calibration of the accepted
image of Poles as bystanders necessitates another look at
relations between Poles and Jews, both by both scholars
and the general public. Indeed, what makes this topic
so important is the need to address, and even to change,
common perceptions of the relationship between Jews
and Poles. Contested Memories: Poles and Jews During the
Holocaust and its Aftermath reflects scholars’ willingness
to re-examine an issue that is still painful for many.

This volume of essays offers a summary of scholarly
thought on Polish-Jewish relations at the beginning of
the twenty-first century.[2] Contested Memories provides
both an overview of issues already well known to schol-
ars of the period, and suggests important directions for
further research. The essays here will be of interest not
only to scholars of Polish and Jewish history but also to
those interested more generally in the history of geno-
cide, war crimes, and memory. Some of the essays pro-
vide clearly opposing viewpoints, making this volume es-
pecially useful for instructors wishing to provoke student
discussion.

Joshua Zimmerman’s introduction masterfully sum-

marizes the stages of Polish and Jewish opinion through-
out the twentieth century. Zimmerman shows us how
wartime events conditioned later opinions. Only in the
1980s do we see the beginning of Poles’ changing re-
lationship between historiographers of the “condemna-
tory camp” (who focused on the anti-Semitism of Poles),
and the “apologetic camp” (who defended Polish passiv-
ity during the war).[3]These changes came in the form of
international scholarly conferences that initiated public
debates on Polish-Jewish relations, and sparked a grow-
ing historiography.

The essays collected here are divided into four sec-
tions, “The Prewar Legacy,” “The Widening Gap, 1939-
1941,” “Institutional Polish Responses to the Final Solu-
tion,” “Poles through Jewish Eyes,” “The Destruction of
Polish Jewry and Polish Popular Opinion,” and the “Af-
termath.” Emanuel Melzer and David Engel address the
prewar legacy, while Barbara Engelking-Boni, Andrzej
Zbikowski, Ben Cion Pinchuk, and Jan T. Gross turn
our attention to the German and Soviet occupations of
1939-1941. Dariusz Stola, Shmuel Krakowski, and John
T. Pawlikowski focus on the Polish government-in-exile,
the Polish underground, and the Catholic Church, re-
spectively. Daniel Blatman explains how Poles were
portrayed in the Jewish underground press, while Fe-
liks Tych examines images of Jews and Poles in wartime
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diaries and memoirs. Samuel Kassow reviews Polish-
Jewish relations in the work of Emanuel Ringelblum,
while Gunnar S. Paulsson evaluates Ringelblum’s accu-
racy in determining how many Poles aided Jews. Henry
Abramson describes the depictions of non-Jews and
metaphysical nationality in the work of Rabbi Kalonimus
Kalmish Shapiro. Nechama Tec considers questions of
gender and its importance in individuals’ experiences
during the Holocaust, and Israel Gutman surveys Polish-
Jewish relations during the war. Six scholars address the
war’s aftermath, highlighting important new topics for
research: Anna Cichopek, Bozena Szaynok, Natalia Alek-
siun, Michael C. Steinlauf, Zvi Gitelman and Stanislaw
Krajewski.

Themost successful essays here pay close attention to
primary sources, and introduce new information to the
reader, suggesting that although much has already been
written on this topic, much more remains to be explored.
For example, David Engel’s contribution, “Lwow, 1918:
The Transmutation of a Symbol and its Legacy in the
Holocaust,” analyzes how anti-Jewish violence in Lwow
in 1918 became a symbol for Poles of “Polish victimiza-
tion at Jewish hands” (p. 39). The events in Lwow were
important for Polish officials in their negotiations with
Jewish leaders in Palestine in 1942 to win support for Pol-
ish claims to Lwow and Wilno. Engel’s article, as impor-
tant for the study of the interwar period as it is for the
Holocaust, touches on important issues present through-
out many of these essays: the need to reconsider the ac-
tions, attitudes, and diplomacy of other groups (most no-
tably, the Germans, Russians, and the Americans) in the
study of Polish-Jewish relations and the dilemma of col-
lective feelings of shame and guilt for individual actions.

The essays by Andrzej Zbikowski, Ben Cion Pinchuk,
and Jan T. Gross illustrate clearly how the war made
Polish-Jewish relations even more complex than they al-
ready were. Zbikowski, in “Polish Jews under Soviet
Occupation, 1939-1941: Specific Strategies of Survival,”
and Pinchuk, in “Facing Hitler and Stalin: On the Sub-
ject of Jewish ”Collaboration“ in Soviet-Occupied East-
ern Poland, 1939-1941,” examine the issue of Jews wel-
coming the Soviets with bread and salt. Pinchuk writes,
“Did they wave? Indeed they did” (p. 64). Zbikowski and
Pinchuk agree that what was most offensive to Poles was
not this “festive” welcoming, but the fact that Jews, as a
strategy of survival, accepted employment in the new So-
viet administration. This was enough for Poles to regard
Jews as “collaborators.” Zbikowski and Pinchuk, like Jan
Gross in Neighbors, stress the context in which individu-
als took specific actions, a context determined neither by

Poles nor Jews.

Dariusz Stola’s “The Polish Government-in-Exile and
the Final Solution: What Conditioned its Actions and
Inactions?” reminds us of the concrete ways in which
prewar attitudes affected wartime behavior. Jewish lead-
ers wanted, indeed needed, the Polish Government-in-
Exile to depart from prewar policies, a task that would
have been very difficult even in optimal conditions. Stola
makes clear that the anti-Semitic attitudes of Polish polit-
ical parties carried over into discussions of government
leaders during the war. In their contributions on the Pol-
ish underground and the Catholic Church, respectively,
Shmuel Krakowski and John T. Pawlikowski stress that
conclusions about the institutional responses of Poles
must still remain tentative because of the need for further
research to clarify important points, such as the num-
ber of Jews liberated with the aid of the Polish under-
ground. Pawlikowski also points out that Catholic atti-
tudes in contemporary Poland continue to develop.

Two of the strongest essays in the book focus on
the central and familiar figure of Emanuel Ringelblum,
the chronicler of life and death in the Warsaw Ghetto.
Samuel Kassow and Gunnar S. Paulsson review familiar
sources but make important contributions. In “Polish-
Jewish Relations in the Writings of Emmanuel Ringel-
blum,” Kassow reminds us of Ringelblum’s remarkable
contribution to the study of Polish-Jewish relations.
Ringelblum’s motivation as a historian was to “demys-
tify Jews in the eyes of Poles,” both in his work before
and during the war (p. 145). Paulsson’s insightful essay,
“Ringelblum Revisited: Polish-Jewish Relations in Occu-
piedWarsaw, 1940-1945,” takes Ringelblum’s comparison
of the aid provided to the Jews by Poles in Warsaw with
that provided by non-Jews in the Netherlands and sub-
jects it to extensive analysis. Paulsson finds Ringelblum’s
assessment that Western Europeans provided more aid
than Poles is in need of revision, but he acknowledges
Ringelblum’s achievement in employing rigorous analy-
sis to such complex questions under very difficult condi-
tions.

The essays focusing on the aftermath of the war pro-
vide a reason for some optimism, as scholars have begun
to address new, yet no less important, issues. By focusing
on anti-Semitism in postwar Poland, Anna Cichopek and
Natalia Aleksiun have drawn our attention to the individ-
ual and collective actions of Poles and Jews in a new con-
text. Cichopek’s “The Cracow Pogrom of August 1945:
A Narrative Reconstruction,” extends our knowledge of
the extent of anti-Semitism beyond the events in Kielce
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in 1946. Aleksiun’s “Jewish Responses to Antisemitism
in Poland, 1944-1947,” explains why individual Jews and
Jewish organizations supported emigration from Poland
as a rational response to continued anti-Jewish violence.

Though most Polish Jews thought Jewish survivors
would be best protected outside of Poland, some re-
mained, proving that the often heard statement “There
are no more Jews in Poland” is simply false. In “The
Impact of the Shoah on the Thinking of Contemporary
Polish Jewry: A Personal Account,” Stanislaw Krajew-
ski explains the difficulties in determining the size of
Poland’s Jewish population today. He rejects the usual
figure of five to ten thousand because of the presence
of “marginal Jews,” Jews who may have assimilated, in-
termarried, or simply hidden their existence as Jews af-
ter the war. Because many of these individuals are re-
newing their acquaintance with the Jewish community
in Poland’s newly open society, the exact size of the
Jewish community is, in Krajewski’s opinion, impossi-
ble to determine. Krajewski describes a process of de-
assimilation, which, he explains, is not necessarily the
same thing as de-Polonization (p. 302). Krajewski de-
scribes well the fear among Polish Jews in the postwar
period, the extent of Jewish participation in Poland’s
Communist elite, and the conditions that have led con-
temporary Polish Jews to describe themselves as both
Polish and Jewish.

While Krajewski describes the general situation of
contemporary Polish Jews, Michael Steinlauf and Zvi
Gitelman focus on specific aspects of the contemporary
relationship that have significant implications for the fu-
ture. “Teaching about the Holocaust in Poland,” Stein-
lauf’s survey of history textbooks for the information
they include about the Holocaust, is rather discouraging.
Steinlauf notes that some initiatives have been taken to
educate both teachers and students about the Holocaust
and that it is even possible in a few schools to learn He-
brew. But, ultimately, his reading of history textbooks
leads him to conclude that the Jewish fate in Poland has
been sorely neglected in favor of a narrative that fo-
cuses almost exclusively on Polish victimization. Relying
heavily on recent surveys of Polish attitudes toward Jews
sponsored by the American Jewish Committee, Gitelman
concludes that younger Poles display less negative atti-
tudes than older generations. Gitelman’s most surprising
conclusions in his essay, “Collective Memory and Con-
temporary Polish-Jewish Relations,” relate to Jewish at-
titudes toward Poles. Gitelman points out that there is
an unfortunate lack of data regarding Jewish attitudes
toward Poles or Polish-Americans. Further, he astutely

criticizes the study guide of the March of the Living for
not including sufficient information on the history of
Polish Jewry, and for portraying Poland as a country
“seething with antisemitism” (p. 286).

The enterprise of studying ethnic relations can at
least help us to get the historical record straight. It is less
certain that an improvement in the historical record can
affect contemporary relations between Jews and Poles,
but one can certainly hope that a truer picture of what
happened during the war will encourage both groups to
consider the experiences of their neighbors more empa-
thetically. Much of the value of this work lies in bring-
ing the arguments of Polish scholars into the discus-
sion in English concerning Polish-Jewish relations. The
broadening of the international discussion serves to high-
light notable gaps in the historiography that can ulti-
mately help us to understand these complex relationships
more precisely. For example, Andrzej Zbikowski rightly
laments the lack of a basic study of Polish anti-Semitism
that accounts sufficiently for regional differences, espe-
cially in themid to late 1930s. Aware of the need for more
research on specific issues, the scholars here make only
tentative conclusions.

Reviewing Ringelblum’s work, Kassow writes:
<blockquote> “These efforts to interest the masses in
history also served another purpose: to remind Jews of
their ties to their surroundings, to their region, and to
their neighbors. Where they lived was ’home.’ They
were an integral part of the Polish landscape. They
belonged as much as the Poles. By the same token
they could not know themselves if they failed to study
their relations with their non-Jewish neighbors” (p.
143).</blockquote>

Ringelblum’s sense of the interconnectedness be-
tween Poles and Jews is precisely what was lost in the
aftermath of the Holocaust. The idea that Jews were an
integral part of Polish history is part of what Jan T. Gross,
in his publication of Neighbors, has contributed to the in-
ternational debate begun in the 1980s. This idea reflects
a reality that makes both Poles and Jews uncomfortable.
The authors included in this volume explore that reality
carefully and responsibly, and they suggest that, quite
possibly, Poles and Jews may eventually be able to rec-
oncile their differences.

Notes

[1]. Jan T. Gross, Sadziezi: historia zaglady zy-
dowskiego miasteczka (Sejny: Pogranicze, 2000); pub-
lished in English as Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jew-
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ish Community in Jedwabne, Poland (Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press, 2001). See also The Neighbors Re-
spond: The Controversy over the Jedwabne Massacre in
Poland, eds. Antony Polonsky and Joanna B. Michlic
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004).

[2]. Many of the essays collected here were first pre-
sented at a conference sponsored by Yeshiva University
in 2000, though some were first presented or published

elsewhere.

[3]. The camps Zimmerman describes reflect the
terms used by Ezra Mendelsohn, “Jewish camp” and “Pol-
ish camp,” in his article “Interwar Poland: Good for the
Jews or Bad for the Jews?” inThe Jews in Poland, eds. Chi-
men Abramsky, Maciej Jachimczyk, and Antony Polon-
sky (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986).

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at:

https://networks.h-net.org/h-judaic

Citation: Sean Martin. Review of Zimmerman, Joshua D., ed., Contested Memories: Poles and Jews during the Holo-
caust and its Aftermath. H-Judaic, H-Net Reviews. January, 2004.

URL: http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=8780

Copyright © 2004 by H-Net, all rights reserved. H-Net permits the redistribution and reprinting of this work for
nonprofit, educational purposes, with full and accurate attribution to the author, web location, date of publication,
originating list, and H-Net: Humanities & Social Sciences Online. For any other proposed use, contact the Reviews
editorial staff at hbooks@mail.h-net.org.

4

https://networks.h-net.org/h-judaic
http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=8780
mailto:hbooks@mail.h-net.org

