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POLAND? BUT WHICH? JEWISH POLITICAL ATTITUDES TOWARD
THE POLISH STATE IN FORMATION DURING WORLD WAR I

What kind of a country are we talking about when we speak of Poland from
the perspective of the organized Jewish political trends among Jews in Poland?
What should the scope of the new Polish state be in their view? What kind of
relations should Poland have with neighbouring states as well as within, among
its various populations and societies?

This paper examines the various answers Jews proposed in a period of
liminality – the interval between two stages and two distinct situations: the
imperial order (Austrian and Russian) and the Polish national state. It describes
Galicia and the Congress Poland from 1914 to 1918 when the territory was shared
by different empires and nations and its fate was far from clear. It considers the
changing attitudes of different political groups among the Congress Poland and
Galician Jewry during the World War I regarding the future of the Polish lands.
It takes into consideration the effects of inter-ethnic (mainly Polish-Jewish)
relations as well as the influence of the government and the impact of these
factors on the political orientation of the main Jewish political groups toward
Polish statehood during the war years, and also the forms this orientation assumed
at the end of the war vis-à-vis the increasingly violent anti-Jewish atmosphere.

WITH THE OUTBREAK OF THE WAR

The Jews of Galicia, like most of the Polish parties there, took a position
in favour of the Austro-Polish solution. Leaders of the Jewish communities in
Galicia, on behalf of the Jewish inhabitants, expressed their full support for
the efforts of the NKN (Naczelny Komitet Narodowy – The Supreme National
Committee) and Polish claims concerning the unification of the Kingdom of
Poland with Galicia in the reformed Empire. This was in total concord with
a well-kept loyal attitude towards Austria.1
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In many Jewish communities, prayers were held for Polish independence
and Jews participated solemnly in patriotic demonstrations. While in western
Galicia these events were organized by communities, in eastern Galicia, where
Ukrainian feelings had to be taken into account, they were arranged by
individuals. Jewish youth and political activists participated in the Polish armed
effort. Among Jewish volunteers, those coming from Jewish families with
a tradition of being engaged in Polish national life, most of them merchants,
professionals and craftsmen stood out. They often joined the Riflemen’s
Association (Związek Strzelecki) and the Strzelec Society.2 Because of their
socio-economic background, many of them worked in the Legions’ workshops,
warehouses, administration and health care units. Jews cooperated with local
representatives of the NKN, especially in the financial and commercial fields.
They helped to acquire textiles and food for the Polish Legions at special, low
prices in different cities across Galicia. West Galician Jewish craftsmen volunteered
to work in the Legion workshop in Cracow, Oświęcim and, later on, in Piotrków.
Like their Catholic peers, Jews donated goods and money to support Polish
armed action. For instance, merchants from Rzeszów donated textiles and wool;
Jewish artisans from Sanok or Tarnobrzeg sewed voluntarily uniforms, pouches
and shoes.3

The rise of Polish nationalism and anti-Semitism during the years preceding
World War I, and especially during the war, caused the outflow of Jewish youth
from the Polish national movement. The leading sector among the Jewish
society in Galicia and Congress Poland, the integrationist camp (often called
the assimilationists), which maintained that Jewish cohesion stemmed from
adherence to Judaism, thinned, its members turning toward a rising Jewish
nationalism, especially Zionism. For them, the Jews were a modern nation, and
deserved national rights in the lands of their dispersion.4 Those who remained
in the integrationist camp generally identified with the Polish nation, often
considering themselves Poles of the Mosaic faith. As part of the Polish nation,
however, they insisted that Polish Jews deserve complete equality and should be
fully integrated into Polish life, both socially and linguistically. The leaders of
this camp were determined to combat the rising appeal of Jewish nationalism in
Galicia and were deeply engaged in a struggle against Jewish national demands.
Without giving up the fight for complete civil equality, they opposed claims for
national minority rights for the Jewish population in a future, reshaped and
united Galicia and the Congress Poland.
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Galician Jewish leaders from the integrationist camp (Jewish delegates in the
Austrian Reichsrat and the Galician Landtag and the presidents of the major
Jewish Kultusgemeinde in Galicia – Lviv, Cracow and Przemyśl), signed a statement
printed on July 9, 1915, in Polen, the NKN’s German-language journal.5 It
expressed a commitment to the Polish national plan, the Austro-Polish solution,
and called for “genuine” equal rights for the Jews so that they could be part of
the economy and society “in all areas of Polish national culture”. The statement
was finished with an unequivocal declaration that “we see in Poland’s liberation
[...] the only way to rightly and favourable solve the Jewish question in Poland”.6

The drafters’ intention was twofold: to stress that only resolution of the Polish
question in a Polish political entity would solve the Jewish question and to insist
that the Jewish question was subordinate to the Polish question.7 Despite the
fact that all the signers had come from the same camp (the statement was not
signed by the leaders of the huge Orthodox population in Galicia, or by the Jewish
nationalists), they did claim to speak on behalf of all of Austro-Polish Jews.8

Those who had been excluded from the statement expressed their
disagreement with the integrationist discourse behind it. The Jewish nationalists,
the Zionist and the Zionist Socialists (Poale Tsiyon9), stated that those signers
represented only a small sector of the Galician Jewry. Polish statehood, as
imagined by the proponents of the Austro-Polish solution, was not questioned.
The question was not: “Poland, yes or no?”, but: “which kind of Poland?”. The
Jews, it was maintained, need more than empty words about equal rights. They
need a mechanism to ensure them and they demand recognition for the Jewish
culture and language. The Poale Tsiyon movement stated as their answer that
“Poland will be free only if it is free from within, if it is built on a democratic
basis and freedom for all the nations inhabiting it”.10

THE OCCUPATION OF THE POLISH KINGDOM BY THE ARMIES
OF THE CENTRAL POWERS

The attitude of Jewish political circles toward the future Polish statehood
was becoming more and more relevant after the occupation of the Congress
Poland by the central powers during the summer of 1915. In February 1916, with
the active assistance of a moderate integrationist Samuel Goldflamm, a senior
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leadership of various Jewish ideological camps was convened in Warsaw. The aim
was to unite the Polish Jewish leadership behind a common program expressing
the Jewish leadership’s attitude toward a future Polish state as well as the status
of Jews in it. The meeting, which took place in Warsaw, attracted representatives
of all the main four Jewish socio-political camps: the integrationists, the
nationalists, the socialist workers, and the Orthodox.11 The integrationists, though
well-organized before 1914, had slowly and continuously declined during the
course of the war. The thriving nationalist camp led by the Zionists was highly
organized, strong in its demands of national autonomy or minority rights, but
lacking constituents’ respect due to the weak leadership.12 The Jewish workers’
camp, especially the Bund, the largest Jewish workers’ party in the Congress
Poland, although relatively small, had increased greatly its strength during the
war.13 The fourth camp, the Orthodox, saw the Jews as religion-based people,
not a modern nation. Though the largest of the four camps, the Orthodox party
was politically in its infancy. Its political consolidation occurred during the
war thanks to the intervention and the patronage of the German Orthodox
establishment, which inspired the organization of a full-fledged political party
that later became Agudas Isroel.14 The meeting focused on drafting a minimalist
platform, common to all the represented sectors.

The well-known integrationist Stanisław Kempner, a very active and
influential political figure, the editor of Nowa Gazeta, proposed a declaration
reflecting a vision of the Jews’ status in the future Polish state:

 
We disagree with any use of political pressure to force assimilation on the Jewish masses.

Nonetheless, we recognize that the masses are entitled to benefit from educational methods
compatible with their needs. Therefore, we agree in principle with the idea of guaranteeing in
the constitution [of the future Polish state] the legal status of the Supreme [Jewish] National
Council [to deal with] matters of culture – in other words, a body to organize the education of
Jewish youngsters and the development of the Jewish culture based on the right of linguistic self-
determination following the relevant statistics in the Jewish population census. This idea will be
accepted only if realized within the framework of an independent constitution for Poland. Under
no circumstances should it contradict or hinder voluntary assimilation and the inculcation of civic
duties toward the Polish homeland and the Polish political ideal among the Jewish masses.
Needless to say, the Jews of Poland, regardless of their self-definition with respect to language,
will enjoy unexceptionally full and constitutionally guaranteed civil equality.15 
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To the opposite of what might have been expected, Kempner’s statement
recognized the Jews as a national minority and demanded Jewish cultural
autonomy while also insisting on constitutional guarantees to ensure continuity.
It emphasized that his circle did not consider the Jews a nation, nor did it
foresee the development of Yiddish. According to this view, assimilation based
on cultural progress was the answer to the Jewish question; this process needed
no artificial outside intervention.16 However, Kempner was ready to support
some mild demands for cultural autonomy, but only in the future Polish state,
on condition that it would not hinder civic equality and the integration or
assimilation of those Jews who desired it. All of this presupposed naturally that
the Polish question would be resolved within the framework of an autonomous
Polish entity, probably envisaged as a result of the Austro-Polish solution.

The declaration was accepted by the representatives of the other political
camps and along with brief statements that a free and democratic Poland would
not impose any particular language in compulsory education and that Jews
recorded in the census as Yiddish speakers would be able to attend Yiddish
schools.17

So, in addition to the Folkists, the Zionists, and the Bundists that demanded
minority rights before the war had broken out, people who had not supported
autonomy now also began calling for mechanisms to protect the Jewish minority
against the arbitrary will of the majority. Some figures, as the above-mentioned
Samuel Goldflam or Leon Berenson, central figures in Jewish Warsaw of the
so-called “neo-assimilationist camp”, joined the call for granting of some special
rights, issuing declarations in support of collective rights to protect the Jews
from dispossession.

The declaration appeared in Nowa Gazeta, the organ of the liberal
integrationist Jewish Varsovian camp, often the mouthpiece of the Congress
Poland’s integrationists. Nowa Gazeta published also articles endorsing the
autonomists’ complaints against discrimination. In private discussions, other
figures in this camp also addressed the need for a legal mechanism of minority
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rights to establish true equality. Demanding measures that would eliminate
discriminatory policy ones and guarantee access to state resources, they acted
at home and abroad to enforce the collective defense of their rights.

Nevertheless, the analysis of the 1916 summit suggests that the capacity for
internal Jewish agreement was influenced decisively by external interests – those
of the German occupiers, the Polish conservatives of Galicia, and the Austrian
Foreign Office. When joint leadership or comprehensive Jewish demands served
these elitist circles, the above mentioned German, Polish, or Austrian elements
supported Jewish consolidation. When Jewish unity undermined their agenda,
they thwarted even minimal agreements. Thus, to understand the division or unity
among the Jews of Poland, it is insufficient to look at the politics, ideologies, or
organization of the various Jewish camps. However important these factors might
have been, one must also examine how the ruling administration related to the
cohesion or division within Jewish society.

The crystallization of this minimal program underlines the consent and
approval among broad Jewish political circles in the Congress Poland that the
desired Polish state would guarantee full civic equality and offer conditions for
the preservation of Jewish heritage and language, counselling neither assimilation
nor nationalisation.

THE WARSAW MUNICIPAL COUNCIL

On May 3, 1916, many Jews in the Congress Poland and Galicia shared the
celebration of Constitution Day with many others, demonstrating their support
for the renaissance of a Polish state. With great pomp, a festive prayer was held
at the bulwark of the Warsaw integrationists, the Synagogue on Tłomackie St. The
Zionist rabbi Shmuel Poznański delivered a sermon dedicated to the significance
of 1791. It was rich in Polish patriotism, stressing the good intentions of the
constituents towards the Jews. Poznański emphasized the meaning of the past in
shaping the future Polish state. When liberated and independent, he claimed,
Poland should follow that masterful example and not forget the days of
oppression and suffering. It should follow in the footsteps of the noble past,
rejecting injustice and discrimination, incorporating the Jews as citizens with
equal rights.18

In spite of demonstrations in favour of the re-establishment of a Polish state,
like the above mentioned ceremony, the deep and intensive ethnification of the
population prevented any possibility of establishing an integrative and multi-
ethnic electoral list for the elections to the Warsaw municipality scheduled for
early summer 1916.19 Although the elections (based on a curiae system) did not
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comprise national but socio-economic groups, Warsaw’s population (especially
the non-proletarian part) was rather divided along ethno-national lines, i.e. Polish
or Jewish.

The Polish population organized itself into two electoral committees while
most political groups in the Jewish public sphere (mainly the Orthodox, Zionist,
neo-assimilationist) formed the United Jewish Electoral Committee (Fareynikte
yidishe vahl komitet).20 Despite their authority being limited mainly to decisions
concerning the municipal budget and city management, the council was widely
viewed as the embryonic parliament of a future Polish state which main goal was
to raise the question of Poland’s independence. Polish political circles argued
that the municipal elections should be bypassed. Instead, all circles desiring
representation on the council should distribute the places among themselves,
without consulting the electorate. The United Electoral Committee of All-Polish
Parties was established and it proposed that the United Jewish Electoral
Committee presents a single electoral list, making elections in all but the sixth
curia unnecessary. The purpose of this ploy was to show the German occupier
that the population was united in its main demand: Poland’s liberty from the
yoke of occupation.21

The Polish political leadership in Warsaw informed the Jewish representatives
there that since the city council represented all “Polish” interests, the number of
Jewish representatives could not reflect the true proportion of Jews in the city.
In exchange for their inclusion as political partners, they have to forfeit half of
their representation in this local political institution. Most members of the Jewish
committee accepted the compromise as an expression of solidarity between the
Polish and Jewish public, a fact that would improve relations between the two
major ethnic groups in the city.22

But, not all leaders of the Jewish community accepted this rationale. Different
groups, especially those organized around Noah Pryłucki and his Folkists
(Jewish nationalists demanding personal autonomy for Jews in the Diaspora), saw
it as an excessively far-reaching compromise and an overly large concession23
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Nevertheless, despite their disagreement with the compromise, they did not
present a list in the curiae, where the compromise had been reached, which would
practically endangered the agreement. They presented their candidates only in the
sixth curia, where elections were scheduled, and achieved an outstanding result,
expressing the Jewish electorate’s approval of Pryłucki’s militant claims.24

At the inauguration of the Warsaw City Council on July 25, 1916,
representatives of all the Jewish parties present expressed full solidarity with the
declaration made by the majority of Polish parties in favour of independent
Poland that would grant civic equality to all of its citizens. The Zionist sought
to continue the policy of emphasizing a wall to wall coalition. Not wishing to
antagonize their Polish allies, the Zionists issued a written statement as an
addition to the declaration of the majority of the council members. It stated
their vision of Polish state: free Poland guaranteeing civil and national rights to
Jews – “The Zionist Organization in Warsaw declares its support for the demand
of the independent Poland, as expressed in the statement of the counselors of the
capital city of Warsaw, a demand which is also our firm demand and expresses
the strong confidence that the free Polish people would guarantee equal civil and
national rights to the Jews”.25

Speaking on behalf of the Polish and Jewish proletariats, a PPS-Left delegate
allied with the Bund demanded an end to anti-Jewish discrimination in the
administration in addition to national cultural autonomy for minorities which
should include schools with Yiddish as their language of instruction and the right
to address official institutions in Yiddish.26

The Folkists’ statement was aimed against discrimination in the municipal
institutions (equal access for unemployed Jews and non-Jews to municipal jobs
or exemption of Jews from the mandatory Sunday rest) and called for the
acknowledgement of Jewish cultural difference (the recognition of Yiddish in
schools). In line with the views of the other main Jewish political camps, it
recognized the Polish character of the land. It concluded with the following words:

 
The Jewish people supports the political ambitions of the Polish nation. It recognizes the

Polish character of the land and at the same time demanding from the Polish nation that it grants
and guarantees full civic equality and cultural-national rights for Jews as a national minority. It is
our undying hope that Poland, which, in the period of its most beautiful flowering, respected the
Jews’ cultural and national qualities, will also recognize them in the present historical moment.
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We believe that the new Poland will be a loving mother to all her children regardless of their
religion and nationality.27

 
It expressed confidence that Poland, which had recognized Jewish national

and cultural particularity in the best times – an allusion to the pre-partition Jewish
“autonomy” during the legendary days of the Council of Four Lands – would
recognize again the Jews’ due rights.

The Zionists, Folkists and Bundists held the conception that equality in the
future Polish state could not be identified adequately with the common good of
any particular ethnic group. They demanded Jews’ equal inclusion among those
entitled to equally shape and enjoy the “common good”, and the Polish state as
equally committed to their needs and interests. Moreover, besides recognizing
the right of the Polish nation to the Polish state, they asserted that addressing
Jews’ cultural and economic needs ought to be regarded as a part of the Polish
state’s duties, no less than attending to the needs of ethnic Poles.

Still, the hope for joint trans-ethnic work toward equality conscious of
differences in the city council vanished, as a number of anti-Jewish measures
and regulations were enacted by the municipal authorities. Since the number of
Jewish councillors was minimized, their capacity to change the situation by
parliamentary action was marginal. This led to a further polarization in the
Jewish camp between integrationists and Jewish nationalists. The latter, the
Zionists and Folkists, voiced their demands forcefully and vociferously, often in
a manner that antagonized their opponents. The discrimination and the limited
possibilities of altering it according to the rules of the game dictated by the
Polish majority fortified their political demands for Poland based on real, not just
formal, equality.28

These demands, however, such as the vehement denouncement of
discriminatory policies, were regularly condemned as “separatist”, seeking to
harm the Polish cause abroad by incessantly decrying alleged injustices. Such
condemnations turned Jews into members of a group with “illegitimate” interests,
foreign to the ethno-national “Polish” vision of statehood. The discriminatory
measures, as well as the de-legitimization of the opposition, eroded the
confidence of the Zionists, Folkists and many others that the anti-Jewish attitude
of the Polish national camp was not merely a legacy of divisive Russian policy,
but part of an ethno-cultural hierarchical vision of future Poland.
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FROM THE ACT OF 5 NOVEMBER 1916 TO THE EVE OF POLISH INDEPENDENCE

On November 5, 1916, the German and Austrian emperors issued a declaration
that provided for the Polish Kingdom under German and Austrian auspices. The
announcement was a clear political manoeuvre. Polish political reactions were
mixed, ranging from highly sceptical to enthusiastic. Similarly, among Jews, the
responses ranged from wholehearted to reticent. In the public sphere, one could
come across decorated and illuminated Jewish houses. Passionate congratulations
were issued by Jewish organizations, mainly in Polish, confirming full Jewish
engagement in cooperation towards building the new Polish state, as well as
hopes for the harmonious co-existence of citizens of different religions and
denominations.29 However, behind closed doors, worries and concern were also
expressed. The main concern was that before coming to an arrangement the
Jewish question had already been surrendered to the jurisdiction of Polish
officials, awakening the fear that with this step Jewish hopes of civic equality and
minority rights were dashed. Such signs of worrying stated in the Jewish press
were interpreted by many Polish press organs as a rejection of the very idea
of Polish statehood. The issue, however, for Jewish political circles was not
the Polish state, but how the new Poland would resolve the Jewish question.30

Immediately after the Temporary Council of State began functioning in
January 1917, a number of organizations congratulated on it. Not surprisingly, all
of them claimed their full support for the new Polish state in the making, yet
each condensed in the greetings its particular vision of the desired state model
and of the place of the Jewish minority in it. The integrationists showed universal
citizenship, disregarding ascriptive differences, like religion, nationality and race.
Such a vision was expressed in the letter of the Warsaw Jewish community,
commending the Council for its “appeal... which emanates from the glorious
tradition of the past... asking all citizens without distinction of rank and origin,
for the sake of equal rights and duties, to serve the fatherland”.31 A model that
emphasized the need for civic equality while championing the right to maintain
religious differences and traditions was expressed in the letter addressed by Agudas
ha-ortodoksim, the new orthodox party (later: Agudas Isroel).32 The Jewish
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Community of Siedlce, dominated by the Zionists, sent its greetings to the Council,
stressing the need to “protect all the citizens of the country regardless of religion
or nationality”, whereby it made a subtle demand for minority rights.33

In October 1917, the Zionist movement convened its conference which
dealt mainly with the current political situation and articulated its standpoint
regarding the Polish state. The main member of the discussion was Apolinary
Hartglas. Hartglas prepared the party’s platform that supported unequivocally
the constitution of Poland as a sovereign Polish national entity and even
considered the establishment of a nation-state a “natural” and desirable
development:

 
[The state] building work is done by one nation only, gifted with organizational talent than

that of other nations, or that by chance it is in more favorable terms than others. [...] [In the state]
one nation is the ruling nation or the leading nation. That nation in the Polish state is the Polish
people.34

 
He welcomed the imminent independence of Poland and emphasized the

right of the constituent nation, the Polish people, to build its nation state.
(“This country, this land... belongs to the Polish nation and only to the Polish
nation”).35

Harglas adopted the principle of an ethnic hierarchy in the ownership of
the state: 

 
We can and we should address our demands to the Polish state, as faithful and devoted citizens.

Belonging to a different national group, we do not have any collective rights, as co-owners,
to the Polish land and we recognize the exclusive ownership right only to one national community,
the Polish.36

But, at the same time, it is not an unlimited right: 

All of this does not, however, preclude the right of the national minorities ... to free cultural
development ... to their own national self-government, with its own official language.37

 
Hartglas, who accepted the principle of a constitutive nation, disapproved,

simultaneously, a nationalizing policy towards the minorities and demanded
a mechanism of minority rights to limit the power of the majority. Among the
Zionists in Poland, this discourse was strengthened and became hegemonic in
the process of establishing the Polish state.

He demanded national autonomy for Polish Jewry and argued that the only
way to ensure the independence, prosperity and well-being of the Polish state
was to provide all minorities with full rights, making them in this way loyal
allies of the country.

Among Polish Zionists, support increased to the establishment of a state
with Polish ethno-national characteristics. But, the support for the establishment
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of the Polish nation-state was accompanied by a growing fear that the Polish
majority shall exert a discriminatory policy on an ethno-national base. Then,
increasingly and loudly demanded limiting its sovereignty by warranting minority
rights to its ethno-national minorities and, above all, to the Jews. Like the PPS-
Left, the Bund looked with disfavour upon the declaration of 5 November, the
model of the statehood it represented and the dynamics it created. Some change
in the Bund’s attitude toward the nascent Polish state began in Russia after the
March Revolution. In June 1917, during a plenum of the St. Petersburg Soviet,
one of the most important Bundist leaders, Henryk Erlich, proposed a resolution
calling for Polish independence.

In Poland, in December 1917, the first Territorial Conference of Bundist
Organizations in Poland convened in Lublin, addressing the question of the
Polish statehood. Unlike its Russian counterpart, the Lublin gathering passed an
ambiguous resolution with regard to the recently declared Polish state, stating
that the representatives of the entire population were the only ones entitled to
decide the “structure of our country” (the emphasis in original). In any case, it
was added, any arrangement regarding such a statehood should include national
and cultural autonomy “as the maximum guarantees for the collective rights of
national minorities”, including the Jews. “At this moment”, says the Bund’s
resolution, “when the Polish question is on the agenda, the class-conscious Jewish
proletariat demands, among other things, national-cultural autonomy for the
Jewish people in Poland, as a recognized national minority in the country”.38

At a time when social tensions ran high, Polish public opinion was shocked
by the news of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. Signed on February 9, 1918, by the
Central Powers and the Ukrainian National Republic, the treaty stipulated
the cession of Chełm province to Ukraine in exchange for grain supplies.
A vehement indignation was also directed against the Jews, who were accused
of complicity with the central powers.39 The fact that the Zionists, Poale Tsyion,
Bundists, Orthodox and integrationists joined voices against the treaty did not
alleviate the situation.40 Although Polish society was deeply divided along
social, economic, and political lines, many Polish commoners and politicians
from different extractions came to believe that the Polish nation had been
betrayed by the Central Powers and by disloyal aliens, above all Jews.41 The
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Treaty became a junction at which the ideological anti-Semitism of politicians and
the popular anti-Semitism of the Polish masses coalesced into a single powerful
drive. Anti-Jewish violence spread.42 Such growing and violent anti-Semitisme
was a new motivation added to the existing trend of ethnification and ethno-
national building.

Indeed, the leading Polish circles spawned different concepts of Polish
nationhood. While the Endecja promoted the need for the Polish nation state
in which ethnic minorities (except for the Jews) would gradually be made
Polish, the followers of Piłsudski advocated a confederation of Poles, Ukrainians
and Belarusians as a power capable of withstanding the Russian and German
aggression. However, the two Polish groups shared a broad consensus that
ethnic Poles would be a dominant group in the new Poland, whether the nation
state or a confederation. On the Jewish side, integrationist civic equality, the
Bundist cultural autonomy, the Zionist or the Folkist national autonomy,
the Orthodox civic equality with institutional warranties to keep the tradition –
all of these groups, despite their differences, rejected the view suggesting
that Jews would be “equal, but not complete”, in Szymon Rudnicki’s words.43

The question of the future nature of the Polish state still remained open, but
rising anti-Semitic propaganda led growing circles among Jews to demand
institutionalized protection to anchor equality. The disappointment was growing
even in integrationist circles. Ludwig Rechtszaft, the editor of the Lublin’s
Myśl Żydowska, wrote after the elections to the municipal council of Lublin as
a reaction to exclusionary practices that “it is time to realize that we are not
the stepchildren of this country, but its sons and legitimate citizens”.44

POLISH AND MINORITIES LANGUAGES

The new Polish authorities in the making emphasized the Polish language’s
status and the need of keeping the most prestigious and influential functions
in “Polish” (i.e. ethnically Polish) hands, regardless of their political stance. The
Polish character of the state-in-formation was presented as a “zero-sum game”,
i.e. a situation in which the simple recognition of another official language
besides Polish or keeping central official functions in “non-Polish” hands were
presented as a menace of the city’s “Polishness”. For the sake of national
building and state consolidation, minorities were asked to renounce their claims
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to “minority rights” (already formulated before the outbreak of the war), which
were perceived as competing with Polish ones.45

An occasion to discuss the status of the different languages appeared when
the responsibility for Polish educational system was transmitted in September
1917 to the Interim Council of State by the German occupational forces who
retransmitted a part of the responsibilities to the local councils.46 The question
of the status of the minorities’ languages aroused again in the public sphere.
The effort of the Polish Circle to de-legitimize the minority languages’ presence
in the public sphere continued. and ethno-cultural issues were increasingly
paramounting. Claims for recognition of German and Yiddish culture were
labelled as nationalist, anti-Polish, anti-state, and separatist.47 The Polish authorities
sought to favour the Polish language and culture, empowering the Polish ethno-
cultural group and denigrating minority cultures, eliminating them from the
public sphere. They insisted that independence and the construction of a Polish
state required the assimilation of “backward minorities” into the constituted
Polish majority.

In this regard, the Bund of Łódź Israel Lichtenstein considered that “the use
of the mother tongue belongs to the rights usually called holy, [...] together
with other most basic human rights. In this case it is about the equality of the
languages. About the right of everyone to use his own language”.48 He stressed
the connection between equal citizenship and minority languages’ recognition
in the different public spheres, i.e. the municipal council, the school system or
the press.49 Israel Lichtenstein demanded the complete recognition of Yiddish
spheres (whether press or schools) as a condition to achieve complete equality
for the different citizens. That is because, he stressed, the limitation of such
a recognition means limiting their equal rights: “Above all it is about being
a citizen”. In order to enjoy its basic rights “no characteristic, no other demand
should be required from any citizen”.50 He objected the creation of a civic
hierarchy based on linguistic or national adscription. He asserted “Poland will be
fortunate only when all inhabitants of this land will be such. General prosperity
can be built on complete equality for all citizens, regardless of nationality and
language”.51 The attempts to minimize minority cultures and languages received



Poland? But which? Jewish Political Attitudes toward the Polish State... 53

52 Ibidem, 168.
53 “Mowa d-ra Rozenblata, prezesa frakcji żydowskiej w Łódzkiej Radzie miejskiej” [Speech of

Dr. Rozenblat, chairman of the Jewish fraction in Łódź municipal council], in: Głos Żydowski,
November 1, 1917. The emphasis is in the original.

54 YIVO Archive [henceforth YIVO], RG 1400, Bund, MG2, Box 15, folder 145, Protokół
posiedzenia 37-go Rady Miejskiej z dn. 29 Października 1917 r. [Protocol of the thirty-seventh
session of the municipal council, October 29, 1917]; “Fun lodzer shtot rat,” Lebensfragen,
December 15, 1917.

55 “Debatn in Lodzer shtot rat vegn di yiddisher natzionale recht,” Haynt, November 16, 1917.

the support of the Zionists and the Folkists. The Zionist Jerzy Rozenblat
demanded autonomy in issues concerning education and demanded the creation
of autonomous municipal educational committees for Germans and Jews. Each
population, he argued, was entitled to a school that spoke its language.52 He
defined the situation this way:

 
The population of Poland is not homogeneous. Alongside the Polish, there are other

nationalities, which constitute 30% of all inhabitants. [...] The Jewish nation wants to live in
harmony with the Poles. “Politically, we are Polish. In our internal life, we are Jews [...]”. We
demand national, cultural autonomy, that is to say, the right to self-determination in all internal
matters [...] we seek not separatism but mutual understanding, working for the common good
and prosperity.53

 
The only way to build the Polish state, argued Lichtenstein, Rozenblat and

many other leaders of the Bundism, the Zionism and the Folkism, was with the
voluntary participation of all citizens, including those identified as minorities.
Deferring minority rights in the name of national consolidation would likely be
counterproductive. Instead, the Bundists, the Zionists, the Folkists and their
followers proposed recognition of the cultural particularity of the groups
constituted as minorities. These three demanded recognition of their separate
public spheres. They sought reinforcement of the separate public spheres and
public measures. These aimed at protecting or even promoting ethno-cultural
identities, (by means of just budgeting their cultural necessities, or constructing
recognized school councils for every minority54) in order “to give everyone the
possibility of a free development”.55

However, this kind of politics of identity were seen by the Polish authorities
as “separatist” and, therefore, illegitimate, undermining society’s “united”
advancement toward independence. Any group’s campaign for recognition of its
particularity and separate public sphere implied lack of commitment to – and
even alienation from – the common public sphere. This interpretation reflected
fear of the fragmentation that was, prima facie, endemic to the politics of identity,
with “the other” endangering civil solidarity and the building of a nation.

RADICALISATION

As anti-Semitism made deeper inroads into Polish political organizations,
the collapse of the integrationist vision was growing increasingly tangible. As
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anti-Semitism was becoming more and more an integral element of a public
discourse and Polish nationalism was becoming more and more exclusionary and
xenophobic, Jewish demands for a state offering warranties for minority rights
increased. As anti-Semitic views spread beyond right-wing Polish groups, Jewish
demands for minority rights was more widespread. When the Folkist Pryłucki
was asked why German Jews do not demand minority rights, he answered:
“We are not worse than them. If you want that kind of Jews, treat them as they
are treated in those countries”.56

In the Council of State, inaugurated solemnly on June 22, 1918, tones of
concern resounded in the speeches by Jewish representatives. Pryłucki, voicing
his priorities, demanded “full human and civic emancipation, as well as personal
national autonomy, which is the only guarantee of equal human and civil
rights”.57 The Orthodox Moses Pfefer articulated his view, stating that “we
deeply trust that the resurrected Polish state will give equal protection to all parts
of the nation, and, hence, also to the Jewish population.58 Even in the statement
made by Bolesław Eiger, a fervent representative of the integrationist camp, we
can discern an alarm and even an echo of the above mentioned Rozenblat
statement: “Only in satisfying all groups of the population can the Polish state
find security for its strength and its prosperous development”.59 He was fully
aware that his concern was well-founded.60

The absence of a civil identity as well as the general ethnification of politics
and social relations turned the Jews into “alien” citizens, members of a group
with a distinct ethnic, racial, religious and national identity and “foreign” interests.
The dominant notion of Polish statehood which emerged among Polish political
groups from World War I onwards did not associate the public good either
with complete civic equality for ethno-national minorities or with ethno-national
autonomy. Instead, it combined it with an ethno-national hierarchy. The state
should first and foremost serve what was understood as the (ethno-national)
Polish interest. The Zionists, Folkists, Bundists, Orthodox Jews and integrationists
rejected a situation in which influence over state policy by individuals or
communities who were subject to state authority but did not belong to the
constituent nation might legitimately be restricted on the basis of their ascribed
identity alone.
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THE BREAKDOWN OF THE CENTRAL POWERS

The Jewish public faced Polish independence with fear and determination.
In light of repeated violence, Jewish individuals were cautious in public
“Polish” spaces in cities and in the countryside. The imminent conflict in liminal
east Galicia dictated caution, too. While the west Galician Jewry took an open
stance supporting the Polish state, the east Galician Jewry approached the
collapse of Austria with prudence in light of the confrontation between Poles
and Ukrainians. Most of the Jewish political circles there advocated a neutral
attitude toward the Polish-Ukrainian conflict.61

With fear, because the National Democrats had gained mass support for an
anti-Jewish boycott and aggression. A series of mass anti-Jewish riots began in
the fall, spreading to over a hundred localities in the Congress Poland and
Galicia, where peasants and soldiers made up the backbone of the mob. Attacks
on Jews sent an unmistakable message to the Jewish leadership that the collapse
of the old order would bring more calamity and anti-Jewish violence. On 11
November, a pogrom took place in Kielce. Jews celebrating independence were
attacked as dangerous strangers. The country saw a wave of anti-Jewish riots
and pogroms. They were not merely the work of the mob. Often, military forces
and police took part. Sometimes they showed a passive attitude. The authorities’
justifications or concealment manoeuvres vis-à-vis the riots, combined with the
lack of an appropriate response, caused growing concern.62

With determination, because the Jewish leadership was determined to demand
real, not just formal equality in the reborn Poland, to which they declared their
loyalty. World War I saw the collapse of Jewish political leadership embracing
integration and universal citizenship – a major, almost hegemonic political
segment in the pre-war period. It was replaced by another leadership, advocating
minority rights, whose rise during the Great War was staggering. This leadership
comprised parties with complex autonomist programs, such as the Bundism,
Zionism, and Folkism. The new leaders became convinced that in light of the
discriminatory policies and growing anti-Jewish violence only a mechanism
of minority rights could guarantee Jewish existence in Poland. The Polish
authorities’ rejection of these demands strengthened Jewish leaders in the belief
that only a strong external pressure on the Poles would guarantee Jewish rights.
Therefore, it became imperative to seek the support of the allies, whose voice
would be decisive in the post-war European political settlement. This merely
underscored the need to anchor Polish Jews’ equality and collective rights in an
international agreement backed by international guarantees.

Discrimination and escalation of violence, thus, led directly to the
radicalization of attitudes. The Zionist mode was different now from than it had
been in early 1916 and late 1917. Now, they were much more militant in their
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demands. While in 1916 they were ready to limit themselves to demands vis-
à-vis the local authorities-in-formation, now they demanded an international
intervention through the peace conference.

By February 1918, the Zionist leader Joshua Gottlieb was arguing in a closed
party meeting in Warsaw that: “We demand national rights. But, if it appears
that the Polish side is willing to compromise, we can forego some of our
demands”.63 Rather than foster compromise and negotiation, however, the
increasing effort to exclude the Jews on the basis of liberal rhetoric did
precisely the opposite. At the end of the year, even Joshua Gottlieb, hopeless,
had joined the voices demanding uncompromising national-cultural autonomy.

In October, the Zionists leaders decided to convene a Jewish representative
body. Following that, Zionists convened a meeting of representatives of the
Jewish parties.64 In an invitation sent to the central committees of the Jewish
parties, it was stated that: “In connection with the recent political events and the
new political situation that has been created in Poland, you are requested to
send your representatives to a consultation aimed to establish a Jewish National
Representation”.65

Apparently, most of the Jewish parties responded to the invitation because
they shared the feelings that the time was pressing and that there was an urgent
need to establish immediately a Jewish representation. This at least was the view
of Beinisch Michailewcz, one of the leaders of the Bund, published in the Bund’s
“Lebensfragen”.66 On 9, 13 and 19 October, representatives of the Zionists, the
Mizrachi, the Orthodos Yeshurun Association, the Folkists, and representatives
of the Bund, Poalei Zion, the territorialists and also the representatives of the
neo-assimilationists held a meeting in Warsaw.67

In these inter-party consultations, the representatives of the Zionists proposed
the establishment of a temporary national representation with the participation
of representatives of all the Jewish parties that regarded the Jewish people as
a nation. The Jewish National Representation as a not permanent representative
body shall be composed by equal members of representatives of each party.
It shall make its decisions unanimously and shall coordinate its day-to-day political
struggle. The Jewish Provisional National Representation shall serve in its
capacity to convene a General Congress of Polish Jewry, which delegates will
be elected democratically by the Jews of Poland and in their turn will elect
the Jewish National Representation to the State institutions that will state the
common demands of Polish Jewry regarding the new Polish State. The paradigm
behind this initiative was the right to equal Jewish inclusion in the general
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political body, as an autochthonous part of the broad society in Poland and, as
such, entitled to complete equality and to legitimate their vision of the new state
and its obligations to each and every one of its citizens.

Despite that most Jewish fractions responded favorably to the call, most of
the parties’ representatives left gradually. The conflict of views between bourgeois
parties and the radicalized socialists, between the secularists and the Orthodox,
and the fierce personal rivalry of leaders, like the Zionist Grünbaum and the
Folkist Noiach Prilutski, doomed the efforts to failure. The conflict that arose
in questions regarding the agenda: Shall the Jewish demands include demands
regarding Palestine? Would a joint representation of burgoise and proletarian
parties blur the class struggle?

Following these controversies, representatives of Jewish proletarian parties
abandoned the consultations. After that, the Folkists also cancelled their
participation.68 Yitzhak Grünbaum tried, then, to convince the Folkist
representatives to establish an organizing committee that would have the
authority to solve ongoing disagreements until the Jewish conference would
convene.69 Yitzhak Grünbaum did not want to establish a temporary Jewish
representation only with the participation of the Zionists and the Mizarchi
(a religious kind of Zionism), the parties that did not withdraw from the
consultation. Grünbaum insisted that the representatives should be elected from
all the Jewish parties, to obtain the broadest possible legitimacy.70 However,
Polish independence, increasing anti-Jewish violence and the legitimization of
exclusionist practices in the economic field, was an important incentive to
establish even a limited and narrow Jewish representation that would present
Jewish demands.

Even though their effort to create an all-Jewish representative body had
failed, the Zionist federation determined to convene a “pre-conference” (Yiddish:
for-Konferents). They invited representatives of a wide range of Jewish
professional, cultural, women’s organizations, as well as members of municipal
councils, elected during 1916–1918 to the local city administrations. However,
they could not (and did not) include representatives of the Jewish parties that
abandoned the above mentioned October political meetings.71 The goal of the
pre-conference was to establish a temporary country-wide Jewish national
representation and to determine the ways to convene a general, democratically
elected, Jewish conference representing the Polish Jewry in its complexity.72

The final declaration of the pre-conference highlights accelerated the process
which Polish Jews have been undergoing. On the one hand, it was an inclusive
process that included them in the state and municipal institution in-formation.
On the other hand, there were exclusionist practices that discriminated Jews in
the economic sphere and the labour market, and even worse, they condoned
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violence against the Jews. In other words, the same state that discursively talked
about equal citizenship, was accused that not only did not mobilize its power to
suppress economic and acts of physical violence against Jews, but also justified
this violence with an exclusionary ethno-national discourse. It was emphasized
that the Jewish question would be solved only “when the Jew are recognized as
a national minority with the warrantied right to arrange their lives in Poland on
an autonomous base”.73

The tone, however, reflects the atmosphere of lack of a dialogue. The above
mentioned Gottlieb, for instance, used a language of struggle during his speech on
the need to defend equality and minority rights, using the  combative expression:
“war for Jewish rights”, and this aggressive tone characterized the proceedings of
the pre-conference. The pre-conference decided that one of the most important
tasks of the Temporary National Council was “to direct the war of the Jewish
nationality in Poland”. A suggestion to replace the word “war” by “work” was
voted down.74

The declaration highlighted the disparity between the ethno-national principle,
which perpetuated their second-class status and the principle of governmentality,
and which gave them the right to participate as equals. Appealing to the latter,
they sought to undermine the former, demanding equality and rights for each
group on the basis of its ethno-national adscription or collective identity, in
a way that reflects the adoption of the ethno-national paradigm. As a result, the
pre-conference demanded, with unequivocal firm tone, equality in the individual
as well as in the collective level, which would defend the individual Jew against
the collective discrimination.75

At the practical level, the pre-conference constituted a Jewish political body:
The Temporary Jewish National Council, composed almost exclusively by leaders
related to the Zionist camp, to represent the Polish Jewry until the democratically
elected conference would replace it with a permanent body that would determine
the representatives of the Polish Jewry. It would assume the political leadership
of the Polish Jewry and place Jewish demands before the Polish authorities and
elsewhere. Till then, the Temporary Jewish National Council will function as its
substitute. The Warsaw pre-conference resolved to convene a Jewish congress
but failed to do so and the Temporary Jewish National Council became permanent
without becoming more representative.76

There were three main tasks of the Temporary Jewish National Council. The
first was situating itself as the main representative body of the Jewish people in
Poland. The Temporary Jewish National Council undertook handling the Polish
Jewry’s basic problems, monitoring attacks on and discrimination of the Jewish
population. Even though their effort to create an all-Jewish representative body
had failed, the fact of forming the Temporary Jewish National Council was
a major step towards clear formulating of all-Jewish national claims.
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The second was participating in the upcoming elections to the constituent
Sejm (the Polish parliament in charge of formulating the Polish Constitution)
taking place on January 26, 1919. They presented a list leaded by the Temporary
Jewish National Council in Warsaw and Jewish National Council of west Galicia,
officially a non-party but in fact dominated by the general Zionists and Mizrachi
with a few independents. The results showed their electoral victory. It received
51.3 percent of the votes going to Jewish lists in Congress Poland and west
Galicia (the Orthodox League – 21.4 percent, the Folkists – 13 percent, Poalei
Zion – 6 percent, and the Bund – 3.7 percent).77

The third was determining the Polish Jewry’s representatives to the Peace
Conference. The pre-conference stated that the Temporary Jewish National
Council must send its representatives to the peace conference and their main
demand must be “the recognition of the Jewish people as such and its inclusion
as a member equal to other peoples”.78 The pre-conference showed that more
than any other Jewish political faction in Poland, the Zionists were alert to the
need to present the Jewish case before the world at the forthcoming peace
conference.79

On the one hand, the policy adopted by the emerging Polish leadership was
based on the ethno-national principle that crystallized in the occupied Poland
prior to Polish independence. This marginalized and excluded the Jews as “one
of them”. On the other, the logic of governmentality included the Jews “as
one of us”, granting them – at least formally – a degree of equality. This provided
the Jewish leadership with a tool to demand their rights and press for an
alternative model of citizenship while exposing the inequality of the system
currently in process of building.

As Ezrah Mendelsohn pointed it out, anti-Jewish violence did convince
Jewish politicial parties of the urgent necessity of Jewish national autonomy.
Even the germanized Zionists in Poznań, who established a national council
(Volksrat) in 1918, came to the conclusion that “the present day outlook no
longer allows one nation to be the sole ruler of a state, and to force its language,
customs, and culture upon the other nationalities”.80 Moreover, the new regime
authorities tendency to ignore, or even to justify, exclusionist practices and even
anti-Jewish violence, combined with the simultaneous reluctance to keep an open
dialogue with Jewish leaders about how to constitute an equal Jewish belonging
to the new state, increasingly pushed the Jewish leadership to set their hopes on
international agreements that would warrant equal rights despite socio-cultural
differences.
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SUMMARY

The Jewish vision of Poland presented by the Jewish leadership was
grounded in two assumptions. The first was that the Jews, as an integral part of
the society, were legitimately entitled to express their own vision of the future
state.   

The second assumption was that the Jews were entitled to equality on all
levels of social life. The efforts the leaders of the Polish Jewry made to include
the Jews as a minority group equal to others in the Polish state took place in the
framework of the ethno-national ethos as the constitutive principle of state-
building becoming “one of us” in a higher level of state belonging.

In a multi-ethnic state, minority rights were instrumental in the demand
for a fair distribution of the state’s resources. It was an option that could be
interpreted as an authorization to receive a share of the available resources in
order to advance the social mobility of such a minority group. This ethno-
egalitarian sharing of the state’s resources would admit Jews to the corridors of
power. This leadership called for symbolic recognition of Jewish culture, which
had been marginalized by the central government. It demanded a more equitable
distribution of power, but also formal acceptance of the Jews as an ethnic group
like the other ethnic groups in the state, and of their culture as equal to that of
others. This leadership sought to abolish the ascendancy of the hegemonic
culture and to obtain not only formal, but also symbolic, and, above all, real,
concrete and tangible equality for the Jewish collective. It seems to me, however,
that the new Jewish national leadership, which raised rapidly during World
War I, became convinced that, in light of the discriminatory policies and growing
anti-Jewish violence, only a mechanism of minority rights could guarantee
Jewish existence in Poland.

The Polish authorities’ rejection of these demands strengthened Jewish leaders
in the belief that only strong external pressure on the Poles would guarantee
Jewish rights. Therefore, it became imperative to seek the support of the allies
whose voice would be decisive in the post-war European political settlement.
This merely underscored the need to anchor Polish Jews’ equality and collective
rights in an international agreement backed by international guarantees.81

Ironically, the Jewish struggle to become recognized as “one of us”
reinforced their status as “one of them”. The fight for inclusion, thus, tragically
led to increased exclusion.
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POLAND? BUT WHICH? JEWISH POLITICAL ATTITUDES TOWARD
THE POLISH STATE IN FORMATION DURING WORLD WAR I

Summary

What kind of country are we talking about when we speak of Poland from the
perspective of the organized Jewish political leadership in Poland? What should the scope
and characteristics of the new Polish state in their view be? What kind of relations should
Poland have with neighbouring states, as well as within, among its various populations
and societies?

The paper explores the changing answers given by different political Jewish leadership
in a period of liminality – the interval between two stages and two distinct situations:
the imperial order (Austrian and Russian) and the Polish national state. It examines Galicia
and the Congress Poland from 1914 to 1918 when the territory was disputed among different
empires and nations and its fate was far from clear.
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The article claims that the different visions of Poland presented by the Jewish
leadership were grounded in two assumptions. The first was that the Jews as an integral
part of society were legitimately entitled to express their own vision of the future state,
the second – that the Jews, as an integral part of society, were entitled to equality on all
levels of social life. That is the reason, the article claims, behind the demands for a fair
distribution of the state’s resources regardless the mother tongue, religion, or ethno-national
identification.

The efforts the leaders of the Polish Jewry made to include the Jews as a minority group
equal to others in the Polish state took place in the framework of the ethno-national ethos
as the constitutive principle of state-building. The changing political circumstances and
the growing hegemonic discourse based on the nation and nationality brought, claims the
article, to the raising of a new Jewish national leadership during World War I. This
leadership became convinced that, in the light of the discriminatory policies and growing
anti-Jewish violence, only a mechanism of minority rights could guarantee Jewish existence
in Poland.
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