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March 1968 is one of the most painful dates in the history of Polish-Jewish relations.
Exactly 50 years ago, the communist authorities of the then Polish state forced nearly
20,000 Jews and Poles of Jewish ancestry to emigrate. On the list of those who left
Poland, we find many eminent scholars, doctors, writers, painters, philosophers, but also
politicians of that time. The campaign of hatred was a methodically and cynically
planned internal game of the communist party. Despite the great efforts of the
authorities, public support for the anti-Semitic witch-hunt was miserable. Unfortunately,
the responsibility for those events is still being assigned to the entire Polish nation.

The crisis was triggered by student protests in Warsaw, Gdansk, Wroctaw, Poznan and
Krakéw in defence of Adam Mickiewicz’s drama “Dziady” that had been banned by
censorship. The strikes were brutally suppressed by government forces. The crisis in March
1968 became a pretext for the authorities to execute the previously planned so-called
“anti-Zionist campaign”. The main architects of this anti-Semitic campaign and provocation
were none other than the First Secretary of the Polish United Workers’ Party Central
Committee, Wtadystaw Gomutka, Minister of Internal Affairs, General Mieczystaw Moczar,
Minister of National Defence, General Wojciech Jaruzelski, and a long list of communist
journalists strongly associated with the authorities and special services.

Contemporary historiography has its disposal quite an extensive set of literature based on
hard facts and materials of the Polish communist party from this period, however, the 1968
March events are often falsely presented as yet another evidence for the anti-Semitic
Polish element.

We see the lack of good English monographs on the events of the Polish March, hence on
the occasion of the anniversary, our abridged version of the accidents from exactly half
a century ago. In another Poland, in a different geopolitical situation, and most
importantly, in a society deprived of the freedom of speech and the right to vote.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The political solstice, one of the turning points in the history of the Polish People’s
Republic, usually referred to collectively as “the March events” of 1968, was undoubtedly
an extremely complex and multifaceted development. This in turn significantly impacts its
perception and — out of all the so-called “Polish months” — makes March, paradoxically, the
least well-known, but the most recognisable. Unfortunately, due to the individual and out
of context views on selected aspects of those events, March’s image is often distorted and
sometimes even mendacious. One of such aspects that evokes the greatest emotions to
this day, is the so-called “anti-Zionist campaign”, which set the tone for the authorities’
March propaganda.

There are many indications that the campaign was the result of the Israeli victory in the
Six-Day War, and the deliberately exaggerated signals about the clearly pro-Israeli
sentiments of some Jewish circles in Poland served as a pretext for internal faction purges
within the party apparatus of the Polish United Workers’ Party — PZPR. A characteristic
feature of this campaign was the fact that although it was openly based on anti-Semitic
resentments of parts of the lower social strata, its “anti-Zionist” dimension was not limited
to only attacking Jewish circles. The victims of this hate campaign of sorts, which had been
steadily escalating for several years, and whose apogee took place in March 1968, were
both Jews and Poles of Jewish descent as well as people who had no connections with Jews
or Israel whatsoever!. The alleged “Zionism” was used so instrumentally by its initiators
that combining elements so wickedly contradictory, often led to considerable confusion
among obedient doers and caused bizarre situations, when it was impossible
to determine exactly who and why was under attack?.

Researchers dealing with this issue point to the visible similarities in character of the “anti-
Zionist campaign” and “rightist-nationalist deviations” within the Polish United Workers’
Party at the turn of the 1940s and 1950s. In both cases, a de facto marginal phenomenon
served only as a pretext for a widespread purge, with the intent to terrorise the party
apparatus by artificially creating a secretive enemy that was to be detected and
annihilated. It is impossible not to refer such a modus operandi to the behavioural patterns
during Stalin’s “Great Terror”, when, for example, the absence of any Trotskyist sympathies
was no guarantee of security in the face of the campaign against Trotskyism. Similarly,
in March 1968, an opportunity was taken advantage of to deal with all sorts of “Marxist
revisionists”, “literary politicians” or “classic reactionaries” inspired unawares or not by

1 D. Stofa, Antyzydowski nurt Marca 1968 (Anti-Jewish trend of March 1968) [in:] Oblicza Marca 1968 (Images of March
1968), K. Rosicki and S. Stepieri, Warsaw 2004, p. 67.

2 The case of the Interpress director Jerzy Solecki serves here as a great example. As part of the struggle against “Zionism”,
he contributed to the exclusion from the party of six journalists, including one with no connection to Jews, only culpable
of defending his colleagues. Asked later by one of the journalists how he actually understood “Zionism”, he replied he
had no time to check the details in an encyclopaedia and, according to him, a “Zionist” was a person whose parents were
Jews. In a letter to Wtadystaw Gomutka dated April 7", 1968, the secretary of the Central Committee Artur Starewicz
drew attention to the problem of the almost universal disability to distinguish the terms “Jew” and “Zionist” by both
non-party and party masses and even the party apparatus.
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a sinister “Zionist-Jew”. Generally speaking, for the purposes of an objective evaluation,
one should look on the Polish March primarily through the prism of events that took place
in October 1956 and the then conflict between the two centres of influence in the party —
the “Natolin faction” and the “Putawian faction”. It will then turn out then that during the
anti-Semitic campaign, unleashed in 1968 by the circles around General Moczar that came
out victorious out of that clash, proceeding towards the next struggle for influence against
the former “Putawian Group”, exactly the same measures were used as the “Natolinians”
had used before. However, they did it in a much better prepared and thought-out way,
which ultimately ensured their success. It was, therefore, a kind of “play-off” in the intra-
party confrontation that General Moczar's “Partisans” undertook in the name of similar
goals as their opponents, but on a much larger scale and with a definitely better result.

The rudimentary question about the effects of the “anti-Zionist campaign” on Polish
society remains unanswered. Personal experiences concerning the attitudes of individual
Poles during the memorable March are largely divided and, apart from the allegations
of “uncouth agreement between the authorities and the rest of society”, id est, Poles’
active involvement in the anti-Semitic campaign, opinions about their abstinence and calm
are also quite commonplace®. In general, both a clear and firm support for the actions
of the authorities as well as demonstrating opposition to the anti-Jewish campaign were
rather rare. The majority of the society kept silent about this issue, and the assessment
of said silence is extremely risky, or perhaps simply impossible. On the one hand, it can be
interpreted as an expression of silent approval, yet on the other, as a form of passive
resistance, a refusal to become actively involved in the campaign, despite pressure
or incentive from the party’s high members themselves®. The very evolution of the
campaign, initially “anti-Zionist” that later turned into an almost overtly anti-Semitic, can
in the light of passivity of society also be interpreted as a desperate act, trying at all costs
to spark anti-Semitic moods among the populace, the existence of which the initiators
were certain, whereas turned out in the end to be clearly overestimated.

Certainly, this does not entitle the “anti-Zionist campaign” initiated by Wtadystaw Gomutka
to be used in the formulation of theses or narratives that inscribe the “March events” into
a phenomenon of universal Polish anti-Semitism or collective responsibility of Poles,
because it would lead in a straight line to making the picture of the whole issue shallow
or even false. March, as a relatively still fresh event and still in the memory of the victims
of the brutal purge, often serves a prism used to evaluate the entire centuries-old and
complex history of Polish-Jewish relations. Thus, its negative overtone affects their image,
distorts them, and involuntarily leads to a perception of the almost 1,000-year-old
relationship between Poles and Jews as a constant conflict. From here a simplistic path
leads to motivating this conflict precisely with commonplace Polish anti-Semitism and
to creating of a narrative based on it, in which negative events are deliberately exaggerated
to justify such a thesis.

3 J. Eisler, Szok marcowy (Shock of March) [in:] Midrasz (Midrash), no 3 (11) 1998, p. 389.
4 D. Stota, op. cit., s. 71.
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Therefore, before we go into a detailed discussion of the “March accidents”, it is necessary
to present the appropriate context of those events. Also, in relation to the whole of Polish-

Jewish relations during the first half of the 20" century, from the moment Poland regained
its independence in 1918.
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2. OUTLINE OF POLISH-JEWISH RELATIONS IN THE
SECOND POLISH REPUBLIC

In the times of the Second Polish Republic, the problem of anti-Semitism of some of the
right-wing circles of the time was promoted to the forefront of Polish-Jewish relations. This
phenomenon, no doubt real and existing, has been exaggerated to absurd proportions.
Which severely impacts the public debate to this day. It allows some circles to put up a sign
of equality between right-wing governments and the rebirth in Poland of “fascism”®
or even Nazism. In fact, anti-Semitism in the Second Polish Republic had never been
an element of official state policy. The notorious examples of anti-Semitic attacks, ghettos
at universities, rarely had a racial, rather economic-cultural, basis. The Polish-Jewish
relations in the interwar period, extremely rich, complex, and fascinating, can hardly be
reduced only to the level of struggle against anti-Semitism.

However, the issue of any discussion on the specificity of mutual relations should be
started with setting order to concepts and an explanation how to understand the terms
“Jew” and “Pole of Jewish ancestry”. This extremely complex issue, in which it is difficult
to make a definite and final distinction, seems to be best summarised by Professor
Krystyna Kersten, who ostentatiously left the Polish United Workers’ Party in protest
against the “anti-Zionist campaign” of 1968. She wrote: “When | say Poles, according to my
philosophy, | mean all those who consider themselves Polish, that is, those whose
grandparents belonged to the Polish community, as well as those whose ancestors and
sometimes living relatives, or even they themselves in the past were Jews (analogously:
Ukrainians, Belarussians, Germans, Slovaks, etc.). (...) The same can be said about Jews —
Jews are those who consider themselves to be Jews. On one condition: that there will be
a reservation that these two areas of belonging and ties do not have to be separate, on the
contrary, they can overlap partially. The alternative present in our thinking, Pole or Jewish,
is contradictory to reality, and — shall we add — to the humanistic moral order (...)%.”

Nevertheless, in the ethnic relations in the times of the Second Polish Republic before the
Second World War, such a distinction existed, which may be indicated by the existence
of a large group of Jewish community that did not succumb to the process of assimilation,
creating a kind of parallel society, lovingly cultivating its cultural and religious separateness.

According to the last “Small Statistical Yearbook” published before the war in 1931,
the total population of Poland amounted to 31.9 million people, whereas Judaism as faith
was declared by 3.1 million people. It is estimated that together with Polonised Christians,
who only had Jewish ancestors, the Jewish community totalled approximately 3.5 million,
which constituted about 10% of the total population of the Republic of Poland. Out of this

5 Statement of Marek Edelman for daily paper Trybuna, published in a communique by the Polish Press Agency PAP
on May 19, 2006.
6 K. Kersten, Rok 1968: motyw Zydowski (The Year 1968: the Jewish motive), [in:] Res Publica 1988, no 5, pp. 58-59.
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group, over 2.7 million people, 8.6% of all citizens, considered Hebrew as their mother
tongue, in reality — Yiddish’. It was not a naturally homogeneous group. Analysing Polish-
Jewish relations in the context of March 1968, Professor Jerzy Eisler in his work Polish Year
1968, presents the characteristics of the pre-war Jewish community in the Second Polish
Republic, dividing it into three groups. The first one was urban and rural poverty. Traders,
hawkers, and artisans, living in their own separate and hermetic clusters. They differed
from Poles not only by their denomination or customs, but also by their appearance and
even by the fact that a significant percentage of this group did not even know Polish at all®.
It should be emphasised that their isolation towards the rest of society was not at all
dictated by mythical Polish anti-Semitism, but was a voluntary decision resulting from
a chosen lifestyle, formed on the basis of historical experience®. This is confirmed, among
others, by Wtadystaw Bartoszewski, who described the situation of the Jewish population
in pre-war Warsaw this way: “In Warsaw, there were many thousands of Jews in free
professions: attorneys, doctors, engineers, writers, actors, and those more conservative
were maybe 300,000, most of them lived in their own community, in a kind of ghetto.
In this district, no Jew — an owner of a tenement house — would rent a flat to a Christian,
no matter Pole, German or Czech. In the sense of isolation, they [the Jews — annotation

by author] built their ghetto themselves®.”

In the second group, Jerzy Eisler classifies the wealthy Jewish bourgeoisie — industrialists,
bankers, financiers or merchants, generally Orthodox Jews, who follow the principles
of religion and tradition, but who do not differ in their attire or the way they are from
Christians at their social level. Whereas the third group were people loosely treating their
Jewish ancestry, mostly belonging to the intelligentsia, that is doctors, lawyers, journalists,
and writers, that is representatives of free professions mentioned by Bartoszewski. Often,
not knowing Hebrew or Yiddish anymore, despite the declared Mosaic faith, they were
actually atheists or agnostics®'.

However, even in the third and last group, which seemed the most assimilated, there was
a noticeable distance to the Christian community, and mutual relations were not always
as close as it may seem today. This was partly due to the already mentioned Polish anti-
Semitism, represented mainly by the nationalist Endecja (National Democracy), and later
also a part of the Sanation, mainly from the Camp of National Unity — the so-called OZON,
and parts of the Catholic clergy. However, it had above all, as has already said, economic
background?®?, at whose source lay the overpopulation of rural areas, at the same time high
natural Jewish population, concentration of small trade in the hands of Jews and their
exceptionally numerous representation in free professions, reaching in some cases,
e.g. among doctors or advocates the level of 35-50%, and in the Eastern Borderlands

7 Maty Rocznik Statystyczny 1938 (Small Statistical Yearbook 1938), Warsaw 1938, pp. 26-27.

8 J. Eisler, Polski Rok 1968 (Polish Year 1968), Warsaw 2006, p. 91.

9 K. Burnetko, Getto: od azylu do Zagtady (Ghetto: from haven to Holocaust), [in:] Historia Zyddw: trzy tysigclecia
samotnosci (History of Jews: Three Millenia of Solitude), Special edition of Polityka, No 1/2008, p. 47.

10 W. Bartoszewski, Warto byc¢ przyzwoitym (It’s worth being decent), Paris 1986, p. 25.

11 J Eisler, op. cit., s. 91.

12 |.C. Pogonowski, Jews In Poland. A documentary history, New York 1998, p. 300.
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exceeding even 70%. This ultimately led to the introduction of many discriminatory laws
against the Jewish community, such as the ban on ritual slaughter, the adoption of certain
rules restricting the recruitment of students of Jewish origin (the so-called numerus
clausus) on certain Polish universities, or provisions excluding Jews from the ranks
of organisations such as the Union of Polish Physicians or the Association of Lawyers.

In the realities of the severe economic crisis of the 1930s, which caused a drastic
deterioration in the standard of living, especially in the countryside, radicalization and
deepening mutual antagonisms were inevitable, especially when nationalist and Zionist
propagandas exaggerated the problem. This eventually led to dozens of cases of pogroms
and riots, sometimes provoked by the Jewish side, reacting to numerous hostile pickets
or repeated announcements of economic boycotts'®. Nevertheless, this does not change
the fact that the victims of similar incidents were mostly Jews. Only in the years 1935-1937
in Poland, as a result of pogroms and individual attacks, 97 Jews were killed and 500 more
were wounded. Therefore, the problem of anti-Semitism was very real and was
additionally heightened by the numerous myths in Polish society associated with the image
of the Jewish minority. One of them was the so-called Judeo-Communism
or “Zydokomuna”, and therefore the conviction of communist sympathies common among
Jews. It resulted from the experience of the attitudes of part of the Jewish population
in the face of the Polish-Bolshevik war, as well as from the Jewish origin of some
of the leading figures of the Soviet party apparatus. However, in spite of the fact that
in the structures of the pre-war Communist Party of Poland, the percentage of Jewish
people amounted approximately 22-26%, which was confirmed by the communists
themselves, it should be remembered that the party itself did not associate more than
20,000 activists. Hence it is difficult to talk about a mass phenomenon of communist
sympathy.

However, it should be noted that despite the evident anti-Semitic propaganda of part
of the national camp, economic boycotts or discriminatory provisions passed in the final
period of the Second Republic, the Jewish minority was not subjected to systemic
repression and the possibilities of political and cultural activities were not limited in any
way. The mid-1930s in Poland were a thriving time for Jewish literature, often written
in Yiddish (literary manifestos by Roman Brandstaetter, Maurycy Szymel, the beginning
of Uri-Cewi Grinberg’s work, lzaak Singer’s writing debut, the works of Mordechaj
Gebirtig), and political life. Suffice it to say that on the eve of World War I, there were

13 The so-called Pogrom in Przytyk near Radom can be an example of such activities. It took place on March 9%, 1936,
when in the face of the growing atmosphere of tension and mutual aggression, a group of about 20 young Jews under
the commandant of the Polish Army non-commissioned office of the reserve, Icek Frydman, created a self-defence
division, equipped with illegally acquired firearms. During the annual fair, there was first a fight between the National
Party agitator calling for a boycott and a Jewish trader which quickly turned into regular riot. A branch of the Jewish self-
defence armed with revolvers took part in them, as a result of which one of the Polish peasants, Stanistaw Wiesniak,
was shot. It became a catalyst for the pogrom of the Jewish population in the town, during which dozens of Jewish
houses, shops and craft workshops were demolished. Following the pogrom, two people died — the marriage of Chaja
and Josek Minkowski, and 24 more were wounded. By: Piotr Gontarczyk Pogrom? Zajscia polsko-zydowskie w Przytyku
9 marca 1936 r. Mity, fakty, dokumenty (Pogrom? Polish-Jewish incidents in Przytyk, March 9, 1936. Myths, facts,
documents), Pruszkéw 2000.

4 A, Werblan, Przyczynek do genezy konfliktu (Origin of the conflict), [in:] Miesiecznik Lubelski no 6 1968, p. 66.
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15 Jewish theatres active in Poland and about 160 newspapers and magazines were
published in a total of nearly 790,000 copies. The Jewish minority also had representatives
in both houses of parliament. Therefore, formulating radical opinions on the indirect
co-responsibility of the entire Polish nation for the deaths of 3 million Jews due to the pre-
war anti-Semitism of nationalists® not only has no broader justification in historical facts,
but should also be treated as distorting the image of pre-war Polish-Jewish relations.
No Polish political group in the interwar period, even the most extreme, ever postulated
solving the problem of the Jewish minority through physical elimination. Only theses about
the possibility of deportation were formulated, including to Palestine, which, incidentally,
was in a sense coincident with the political programme of some Zionist parties®®.

15 Interview with Alina Cata Ph.D. of the Jewish Historical Institute in the online edition of Rzeczpospolita from May 25th,
2009 http://www.rp.pl/artykul/310528-Polacy-jako-narod--nie-zdali-egzaminu-.html (accessed on February 18, 2018)
16 An example of such a group may be Histadrut — Zionist Organization in Poland with its leading figure
of Emil Sommerstein, a member of, among others, The Administrative Committee of the World Jewish Congress,
whose overriding goal was the creation of an independent Jewish state in Palestine.
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3. THE SECOND WORLD WAR AND THE
EXTERMINATION OF THE JEWISH POPULATION

The tragic years of 1939-1945 significantly contributed to the deepening of the distance
that existed between the Polish and Jewish communities during the Second Polish
Republic. This resulted primarily from — contrary to appearances — different experiences
that became their share during both German and Soviet occupation, and lack of mutual
understanding of the specifics of these experiences.

There is no doubt that German policy towards conquered Polish areas, included
in the assumptions of the so-called Generalplan Ost was criminal. However, it differed
in the degree of its oppressiveness in relation to individual nations that lived in pre-war
Poland. Poles, Ukrainians and finally Jews, were all treated by the occupation authorities.
The issue of the last of those three beginning in 1942 was to be finally resolved (Endlésung
in German) through massive physical annihilation in concentration and extermination
camps. It meant that a person who, in the light of German legislation and its fairly flexible
interpretation, was considered a Jew and could not count on help in hiding or forging false
documents, in practice had little chance of surviving the occupation. At the same time,
the chances of a Pole surviving unless he was actively involved in underground activity and
were lucky to avoid elements of the blind (round-ups, pacification actions, accidental
arrests) or organised terror (actions aimed at specific social groups such
as Inteligenzaktion, AufSerordentliche Befriedungsaktion — AB etc.) were incomparably
larger. In terms of the occupational severity, it is impossible to compare Poland
to countries of Western Europe, where it had an almost mild or — as in the case of,
for example, Denmark — symbolic dimension. This also referred to the question of possible
help or hiding Jews. Poland is the only state under the German occupation in which it was
punished with death penalty, often extended to the whole family or even the village
involved in such an action. This was partly due to the fact that it was in occupied Poland,
for logistic reasons and the fact that the largest Jewish community in Europe existed here,
the majority of the German extermination machines in the form of concentration
and death camps were established. Nevertheless, both the Polish Underground State
and the government in exile were actively involved in providing help to the Jewish
population. It is estimated that in the hiding of Jews from 100,000 up to one million
Poles® were involved. Such great discrepancies result from the specifics of hiding,
for example, fugitives from the ghetto, where one hiding person relied on from a few
to a dozen or so people cooperating on his or her behalf.

The situation was quite different in the area of the Soviet occupation, where in the years
1939-1941, despite the adoption of a class, not a racial criterium of terror, they also began

17 At this level, this number is specified, among others, by a researcher of this topic Gunnar Paulsson.
18 On the other hand, a researcher of the history of Holocaust Hans G. Furth speaks about a number this big.
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to depolonise the former Eastern Borderlands, often accompanied by physical elimination
of the Polish elites. New Soviet orders to overthrow the previous, often unfavourable
to Jews, ownership and social relations, and even the appearance of units of the Red Army
in the second half of September 1939, were received with sympathy, and sometimes even
enthusiasm by a part of this community, especially from the lower strata of urban and rural
poor as well as communist youth. Also, the percentage of Jews in the new administration
structures was undoubtedly noticeable, although contrary to popular opinion, the Jewish
populace at each level of new authorities was represented below its share in the total
population. Nevertheless, it seems that Jews adapted better to the new socio-political
system under the Soviets, and often just filled in the gaps after the Poles removed from
their positions®. All this preserved the stereotype in Polish society, based additionally
on earlier myths about Judeo-Communism, about the mass phenomenon of collaboration
of the Jewish population. This had its tragic consequences especially in the period after
June 22", 1941, when the hitherto area of Soviet occupation found itself under German
jurisdiction, and with it a mass extermination campaign of Jews began. Sometimes with the
help of their Polish neighbours, who were thus avenging themselves for actual or only
contrived harm.

Ultimately, the balance of victims of the Second World War on Polish soil shaped
at a similar level for both Jews and Poles. It is estimated that in the years 1939-1945 about
6 million Polish citizens were killed, of whom about 3 million were representatives
of the Jewish minority. However, these data are highly imprecise, and their more accurate
description is made more difficult by the fact that the first post-war “Statistical Yearbook”
presenting the census for February 14", 1946, did not take into account
the denominational criterion, which would allow the number of such people to be
compared with pre-war data. Moreover, post-war migrations of the Jewish population
to and from Poland further complicated the attempts to specify the number of victims?.
However, based on the data of the Central Committee of Polish Jews, one can estimate
the number of the Jewish population which was in the country in mid-1946. It was
approximately 220-240 thousand people, of which more than half were Polish Jews
who spent the war in the Soviet Union and in organised transports were resettled within
the new post-war Polish borders??.

Despite the comparable in terms of the number of victims of the war tragedy that ended
in 1945, Polish and Jewish attitudes in the face of a hecatomb that swept through Polish
lands became the cause of misunderstandings and mutual accusations, which, as already
mentioned, deepened the distance between the two communities from before the war.
In the process, the most important were the harmful stereotypes — on the one hand,
accusing the Jews of mass collaboration with one of the occupiers, on the other hand,
accusing the Poles of passivity, and sometimes even a common participation

19 M. Wierzbicki, Polacy i Zydzi w zaborze sowieckim: Stosunki polsko-zydowskie na ziemiach pétnocno-wschodnich 11 RP
pod okupacjq sowieckq (1939-1941) (Poles and Jews in the Soviet partition: Polish-Jewish relations in the north-eastern
territories of the Second Polish Republic under the Soviet occupation 1939-1941)), Warsaw 2001, p. 228.

20 J, Eisler, op. cit., p. 93.

21 |bidem, s. 93.
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in the extermination of Jews organised by the Germans. This is particularly interesting,
because both phenomena — Jewish cooperation with Soviet authorities against Poles and
the participation of Poles in the practice of szmalcownictwo, or betraying and denouncing
Jews to the Germans, certainly existed, but it is impossible to define them as absolutely
dominant attitudes?’. In spite of this, they have been cynically exaggerated and used
to create a false narrative about the tragic past, which has repeatedly proven to be a factor
that internally bonds both nations. It was also a convenient explanation for our own,
darker