January 18, 1999

Dear Ms. Melissa Buckheit:


The reference in the petition on Taliban's War on Women to "The Times" comparing the treatment of women in Afghanistan to the treatment of Jews in pre-Holocaust Poland is both ill-informed and highly offensive. We strongly urge that it be struck from the petition.


The Government of interwar Poland did not declare war on Jews and indeed very often intervened to protect them from mistreatment visited on them by individuals. Moreover, there are countless testimonies of Jews themselves attesting to the fact that they lived in harmony with their Polish neighbors, especially in small towns and in the countryside. A few will suffice for this purpose.

Man Elchanan, president of expatriate association from Bransk, speaks of the "true, harmonious life of Jews and their Polish neighbors."

Rachela Walshaw from Wachock: "There were about 500 Polish families and only about 100 Jewish ones, but we all lived and worked in relative peace. There were no ghettos then.  Jews could live anywhere in town. ... On the whole, my gentile classmates were a decent lot with whom we remained distant but friendly."


Sam Edelstein from a village near Krasnik: "It must be stressed again that notwithstanding occasional misunderstandings, we lived in peace, often in friendship, with our Polish neighbors. ... we never knew of any bitter quarrels."


A Jew from Gniewoszow: "My home town was a small Jewish shtetl, with a population of approximately 5,000 Poles and 2,500 Jews. ... most of the Poles were friendly towards us."


A Jew from Dzialoszyce: "Our town was eighty percent Jewish-- business people, artisans, and other workers, and mostly Orthodox. ... The Poles in our town had never been anti-Semitic, and even spoke Yiddish with us. We generally lived in friendly cooperation, the Polish people working together with Jews in the various trades."


Abraham D. Feffer from Drobin: "My sister was a straight A student ... Her Polish was the best in the class, in which there were only two other Jewish students. ... She was selected by her classmates and her teacher to read a poem for a play ..."


A Jew from a village near Rozyszcze, in Volhynia: "The relations between the Jews and the local Gentile population, which was mostly Polish, had been very good until the outbreak of the war."


A Jew from Braslaw: "On the whole relations between the Braslaw Jews and the peasants were normal, even friendly."


In Marcinkance: "By and large, the economic life of the Jews was prosperous. ... The attitude of the Christian population towards their Jewish neighbors was friendly."


Many larger towns also enjoyed very good relations.  Melita Huppert, a Jewish woman from Wadowice, the home town of Pope Paul II, recalls: "It was a very nice relationship between Jews and Christians. It was a peaceful co-existence."


According to Felicia Haberfeld, from nearby Oswiecim, where the Germans would later build their infamous concentration and death camp known as Auschwitz, Jews and Gentiles got along well: "It was a very special town."


Rabbi Byron L. Sherwin of Spertus College of Judaica in Chicago has been particularly adept at explaining the cause for a great deal of the misunderstanding surrounding Polish-Jewish relations: Indeed, in the months between the arrival of the invitation and my departure for Poland, family, friends, and colleagues urged me not to go. "They are all anti-Semites," I was told on numerous occasions. "There will be a pogrom and you'll be killed." ...


Most American Jews viewed Poles as inherently anti-Semitic and Poland as a place that had never welcomed Jews.  Polish anti-Semitism had made the millennium of Jewish life there a nightmare.  Historically, deep-seated Polish anti-Semitism was not only responsible for the persecution of Jews in centuries past but was also brutally manifested in the twentieth century.  Jews had left the Polish lands en masse to emigrate to North America and elsewhere precisely because Polish anti-Semitism was so intolerable.  The Poles had collaborated with the Nazis in making the Holocaust possible. After World War II, Poles celebrated the decimation of Polish Jewry and eagerly appropriated Jewish property.  The Nazi death camps had been placed in Poland because the Germans knew they could count on the support of the Polish people in carrying out the Final Solution.  Pogroms and political actions against the remaining Polish Jews -survivors of the Holocaust - in postwar Poland and again in 1968, only demonstrated that Poles remained unrepentantly anti-Semitic.  Even in contemporary Poland, there are virtually no Jews but there is still a pervasive anti-Semitism.


Following this lachrymose theory of Jewish history, the Holocaust emerges as the almost inevitable climax of centuries of persecution. ... Furthermore, the story of a formidable diasporan community such as Polish Jewry may be told according to a narrative rooted in the underlying historical determinism of Zionist ideology.  Despite assimilationist trends in modern Polish Jewry, it was unlikely that the Jews of Poland would disappear through assimilation.  Therefore, their inevitable fate had to be physical annihilation.  The Holocaust is invoked as the demonstration of the validity of this

inevitable "law" of Jewish history.


That the Nazi death camps were located in Poland, it is further argued, was not by chance, since the Poles - either actively or through passivity - collaborated with the Germans in the annihilation of the Jews.  Those who espouse this view see the Holocaust, in part, as the story of Polish complicity with the Germans in the destruction of Polish Jewry.  The pre-Holocaust history of the Jewish experience in Poland is thus recast as a chronicle of anti-Semitism that reached its natural and inevitable result during the years of World War II.  While the more dispassionate theory that history is the result of an

inevitable unfolding of events would see - like any form of determinism - to free the actors from moral responsibility, this approach places substantial responsibility for the Holocaust on the Poles.  In the popular American and Israeli understanding of the Holocaust, the Poles all but replace the Germans as the perpetrators of the Holocaust, as the archenemies of the Jews throughout the thousand-year Jewish presence in Poland. Indeed, just as this narrative fits available facts into a Zionistic ideological overlay, it is also correlative with cultural assumptions characteristic of the American Jewish  mentality.  For American Jews, the Europe that their immigrant ancestors had left had to be envisaged as being so intolerable to Jewish life as to have compelled them to forsake it for America. The more inhospitable to Jews Poland (the place of origin of most American Jews) could be portrayed to be, the greater the justification for emigrating to America. Thus, both American and Israeli Jews had a vested interest in depicting the Jewish experience in Poland as a history of persecutions, pogroms, and perpetual anti-Semitic outbreaks. (Byron L. Sherwin, SPARKS AMIDST THE ASHES: THE SPIRITUAL LEGACY OF POLISH JEWRY, Oxford University Press, 1997.)


Moreover, there are signs that the mood is changing in many quarters.  Among them is Stanislaw Krajewski, president of the Jewish Forum in Poland and co-chairman of the Polish Council of Christians and Jews, who also serves as a consultant to the American Jewish Committee.  In reply to Diana Pinto's call for real dialogue, as

opposed to the one-sided litany of alleged Polish faults that usually emerges as the agenda of such discussions, Krajewski has commented on this state of affairs and the many obstacles such dialogue faces: "I too think that the world Jewish memory is fixated on 'misery, marginality and horror'; that Poland deserves adequate Jewish recognition for the relative freedom and conditions that enabled Jewish creativity to flourish ... Quite a few people in Poland, and some abroad, have tried to go in the same direction. ... Nevertheless, mass memories are not touched. ... I have always felt somewhat

uncomfortable that what is termed 'the Jewish memory' has virtually become the Western memory.  For example, the Polish memory of Auschwitz is confronted by the rest-of-the-world memory rather than by a 'Jewish' memory." (See Stanislaw Krajewski, "Reflexions of a Polish Jew," East European Jewish Affairs 27, no. 1 [1997], 64-66.)


Claire Rosenon's response is also encouraging: Overwhelmingly, Jews refuse to recognize that they have any need to review their conceptions of Poland as a land of bloodthirsty antisemites where Jews lived miserably for hundreds of years. ... Many of the questions Pinto raises point directly to the need for Jews to reconsider and demystify their understanding of Poland. ... we Jews also need to rectify our own failures of memory. ...


I cannot believe that the Poles are in a position to influence the international public's 'connotations' of Auschwitz.  Jews have fought long and hard to maintain power over the interpretation of Auschwitz as a symbol.  For there to be any change in this regard, we Jews will have to relax our 'exclusivist vision of suffering', as Pinto calls it.


Recent surveys conducted by Demoskop for the American Jewish Committee reveal that Poles are very much aware of the victimization of the Jews in the Second World War and believe it is necessary to remember the Holocaust.  And yet, how many Jews can say anything at all about Polish losses during the war or even describe their situation under Nazi occupation?  In my experience, many Jews are not even able

to say whether Poland was an ally or an opponent of the Nazis. ...


As an American Jew who has researched Jewish life in contemporary Poland, I am personally very much aware of the hostility of many Western Jews to the idea that there exists a Jewish community in Poland, and that these Jews remain in Poland of their own free will. ... The sad fact is that many Polish Jews feel accepted and supported by their Polish friends, while they feel criticized and rejected by Jews who come to visit Poland." (Claire Rosenson, "The Ball is in the Jewish Court," East European Jewish Affairs 27, no. 1 [1997], 66-67.)

[The foregoing is based on the book THE STORY OF TWO SHTETLS, BRANSK AND EJSZYSZKI published by The Polish Educational Foundation in North

America, 440 pages, available from Polish Voice Publishing Co. Ltd., 71 Judson St., Etobicoke, Ont. M8Z 1A4, Canada - $19 US postpaid or $28 CDN in Canada.] 


The goal of your petition should be to combat prejudice, not to promote it by making irresponsible comparisons.

Yours truly,

Canadian Polish Congress, Toronto District 

