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‘THE SPIRIT OF THE TIME LEFT

ITS STAMP ON THESE WORKS?’:
WRITING THE HISTORY OF THE
SHOAH AT THE JEWISH HISTORICAL
INSTITUTE IN STALINIST POLAND

Stephan Stach

Institute for Contemporary History of the Czech
Academy of Sciences in Prague

ABSTRACT

The Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw was probably the only research insti-
tution in the Soviet Bloc and one of very few that undertook research on the
Shoah during the 1950s. This article analyses the institute’s research and working
conditions against the background of the general political regime under Stalinism
in Poland. It argues that despite sometimes heavy-handed political biases in its
publications, the institute made an important contribution to research on the
Shoah. Its work also came to the attention of Jewish centres outside the Soviet
Bloc, though it was seen through the prism of the Cold War.

Introduction

Das Amt und die 1 ergangenbeit [The Ministry and the past] (2010) summarizes
the work of an international research group, which studied the involve-
ment of the German Foreign Ministry in the mass murder of European
Jews over several years. The findings, which attracted wide public attention,
erased the myth that the Auswartiges Amt |German: Federal Foreign Office]
had been a clandestine refuge for Nazi opponents. Instead, it exposed the
active participation of the Foreign Ministry in preparations for and its
conduct during the Holocaust (Conze et al. 2010). In 1953 Artur Eisenbach
had revealed the involvement of the Foreign Ministry in the Holocaust in
the Nazi policy of extermination of the Jews though this work was not as
comprehensive (Eisenbach 1953). His study is also one of the first mono-
graphs ever published on the Shoah.! Although forming the larger part of
the research on the Shoah conducted at the Jewish Historical Institute (JHI:
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Yidisher historisher institute/ Zydowski Instytut Historyczny) during the first
half of the 1950s,2 Eisenbach’s book received little attention. The reasons
for this are many. The institute published in Polish and Yiddish, and both
these languages were little known in the West outside East European Jewish
émigré circles. Also, interest in the Holocaust had been fading after an initial
phase of intense interest in the late 1940s. The most important reasons are,
however, the political distortions of Stalinism and the thoroughly Marxist
methodology, especially in Eisenbach’s case.® During the Cold War such
politically biased texts were read with hostility by readers in the West. The
Yiddish press in the United States and Israel thus called the Warsaw Jewish
historians derogatively “Yevsec historians’ or ‘Stalinist slaves” whose work
consisted more of a falsification of history than of history writing, Such
assessments, which neither considered the political context of the JHI’s
publications in the first half of the 1950s nor assessed their scholarly value,
using the political jargon of the time, found their way into the Western
historiography of the Shoah* and can still be found in recent publications.
A telling example is Sven-Erik Rose’s 2011 article on the perception of
Yehoshue Petle’s ‘Khurbn Varshe’ [The destruction of Warsaw] in the early
1950s. In his illuminating contribution on Perle’s radical witness account
of the mass deportations from the Warsaw Ghetto in summer 1942, Rose
refers to the JHI historians as ‘Jewish Stalinists’,®> and so ovetlooks the vast
literature on the situation of Jews in Stalinist Eastern Europe (Griiner 2008;
Rubentstein and Naumov 2001).6

In this article I provide such a contextualization and discuss the potential
and boundaries of research on the Shoah in Stalinist Poland. I begin with
a short introduction on the JHI and its formation in the eatly post-war
years. Then I shed light on the Stalinization of the institute in 194950 and
analyse the impact Stalinism had on the activities and the publications of
the JHI, against the background of general developments in Poland and
how this was perceived in the West, especially in the Yiddish context. Finally,
I examine the repercussions of anti-Semitism in the late Stalinist period for
the JHI researchers and publications.

The emergence of the JHI

The JHI came into being in October 1947, when the Central Jewish Historical
Commission [Centralna Zydowska Komisja Historyczna] was transformed
into a permanent research institution. The commission had been founded
in late 1944 in Lublin by the Jewish historian and Holocaust survivor Philip
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Friedman (Griiss 1946, 6).7 In 1945 it was relocated to ¥.6dz and then to
Warsaw in spring 1947. Its purpose was to document and research the mass
murder of Polish and European Jewry. To that end, the commission began
to gather and assemble ‘all printed, handwritten or other materials, photo-
graphs, illustrations, documents and exhibits’ before the end of the war.?
The commission also drew up sources that documented the Jewish perspec-
tive on the German Occupation of Poland: interviews with thousands of
survivors, both adults and children, were recorded. Today, more than 7,000
testimonies are stored in the JHI archive.

The best-known and most valuable collection is the secret archive of the
Warsaw Ghetto, produced by the Jewish historian Emanuel Ringelblum
and his underground Oyneg Shabes group. It is in two parts; the first was
unearthed from the ruins of the Ghetto in September 1946.° This served as
an important impetus not only for the Commission’s work but also for the
transformation of the Central Jewish Historical Commission into a perma-
nent research institute.'® A year after the first part of the Ringelblum Archive
was found, the Central Committee of Jews in Poland [Centralny Komitet
Zydéw w Polsce]," a self-governing body of the then quasi-autonomous Jew-
ish community in Poland, made the decision to turn the commission into the
JHL™ This took place in a period of relative political liberalism in Poland — at
least as far as the Jewish community was concerned. Many Polish Jews that
had survived the Shoah in German-occupied Poland or the Soviet Union
still believed it was possible to restore Jewish life in Poland. Many Jewish
institutions, such as Yiddish theatres and schools, newspapers and a printing
house, were established at that time.” In this context, the JHI could have
filled the role of a scholartly institution of and for the Polish Jewish com-
munity. As such it would research the whole history of Polish Jews from the
carly Middle Ages onwards. However, the central topic of the work would
remain the documentation of the Shoah.

The first public opportunity for the JHI to present itself was the fifth an-
niversary of the Warsaw Uprising in April 1948. The anniversary was an
international event, attended by many Polish, Polish-Jewish and international
officials as well as by delegations from Jewish institutions. The festivities,
which were prepared with the support of the JHI staff, began with the open-
ing of the institute’s Museum of Jewish Martyrdom and Fight [Muzeum
Martyrologii i Walki Zydowskiej] on the eve of the anniversary, and closed
with the unveiling of Natan Rapaport’s monument dedicated to the Heroes
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Investigators of
the JHI in Warsaw
checking the
Ringelblum archive
documents (Oneg
Shabbat) that
were concealed
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and Martyrs of the Warsaw Ghetto the next day (Kobylarz 2009, 39 f))."
Also in 1948 the JHI began to publish its Yiddish journal, Bleter far geshikhte
[Folios for history],” which addressed an international, Yiddish-speaking
readership. However, in the second half of 1948, the political situation be-
came tense. Within a year, the facade of Jewish quasi-autonomy of Jewish
in post-war Poland was dismantled. Jewish activists from the Polish Workers’
Party (known from late 1948 as the Polish United Workers’ Party, PZPR)
took over the Central Committee of Jews in Poland and all larger Jewish
institutions. Other active Jewish parties were marginalized and subsequently
dissolved (Grabski 2015, 199-202, 226-48). In summer 1949 the director
of the JHI was sacked and the pre-war communist journalist and PZPR
member Ber Mark was appointed to replace him." As a result, many former
staff members, among them Nachman Blumental, the first director of the
institute, and Rachela Auerbach, one of the few survivors of Ringelblum’s
Oyneg Shabbes group, decided to emigrate.”

The transformation of the JHI into

a Marxist-Leninist research institute

As the Stalinist grip on Poland tightened including within the Jewish sphere,
Mark speeded up the ideological redirection of the institute. The aim was to
catch up with the process of ideological transformation, which had begun
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in Polish universities and research institutions two years earlier (Goérny
2011, 43 f)). Mark quickly steered the institute on to a course that cleatly
followed the party line. This was characterized by an open adherence to
Marxist-Leninist theory in historical research as well as the use of history
as propaganda — especially of the Second World War and the Shoah — to
legitimize communist rule in Poland and the position of the Soviet Bloc in
the confrontation with the West. To underscore his commitment to com-
munist ideology, Mark published a programmatic statement in the newly
established Yiddish information bulletin of the JHI. In ‘Our Aims’, pub-
lished in November 1949, he emphasized his ambition to transform the JHI
into a Marxist-Leninist research institution: “The Jewish Historical Institute
in Poland has the ambition not only to be the scientific centre of research
on the most recent period of our history, the period of unprecedented
annihilation, heroic resistance and rebirth, but also to become a centre of
Marxism-Leninism applied in research on Jewish history.*® This also meant,
as the text continues, that the situation in the ghettos had to be analysed
from the perspective of class struggle, and the character of the mass murder
of Jews by the Germans in turn had to be explained as a consequence of
the capitalist order in its imperialist guise.”

Mark’s articles suggested that his appointment as director was a radical
break in the JHI’s work. However, although it was certainly a break, it was
not especially radical. Mark, who was alleged to have a ‘too friendly attitude
to people’ to become an influential communist functionary in post-war
Poland,?® did not purge the ranks of the JHI. All staff members, including
those who chose to emigrate, were allowed to keep their positions until they
left and they remained on good terms with Mark after their departure. In
September 1950 Mark exchanged letters with his predecessor, Nachman
Blumental, and the former vice director, Jézef Kermisz, who had settled in
the Kibbutz Lohamei haGettaot. When they informed him of their plans
to continue their research work in Israel, Mark congratulated them and as-
sured them of his willingness to cooperate.?!

Most of the historians who remained were members of the Polish United
Workers” Party (PZPR). Besides the directors — Ber Mark and Adam Rut-
kowski — there were Artur Eisenbach, Fraim Kupfer and Tatjana Berenstein.
The only nonpartisan senior researcher who remained at the JHI was Szymon
Datner, but Danuta Dabrowska and Albert Nirensztein (Aaron Nirenshtayn
in Yiddish), who joined the institute in 1951, were nonpartisan too.
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It is also worth noting that although Mark had been a member of the Com-
munist Party of Poland (KPP; Komunistyczna Partia Polski) since 1930, he

had never been considered among the ideologically unimpeachable Jewish

Party activists. Especially in the Soviet Union, where he spent the war years,
he had been treated with suspicion by the authorities and also by some of

his Jewish comrades. Shortly after he secured a position as a staff writer
at Eynikayt [Unity], the official organ of the Jewish Antifascist Committee,
Mark was accused of ‘Jewish nationalism’ and fired, something that made his

situation precarious.?? After he returned to Poland in 1946, holding impor-
tant functions within Jewish social life, Mark faced similar accusations. The

most serious was at a meeting of the Jewish Fraction of the Polish Workers’
Party in October 1948, when Szymon Zacharisz — the leading figure among

the Jewish Communists and architect of the Stalinization of Jewish life in

Poland — accused him of being tainted by ‘national-Jewish ideology’.2® That

Mark became director of the JHI at all underscores the lack of trained per-
sonnel among the Jewish Communists. For Mark, however, it was a chance

for probation; he certainly did not want to fail.

JHI Publications during Stalinism

The politicization of the institute’s publications was in line with general
developments in Polish historiography at this time. Shmuel Krakowski,
head of the institute’s archive from 1966 to 1968, described the situation
in the 1950s:

[Ulntil 1956 there was a quite stringent interference by the
Party and others, and the course this took is called Stalinist.
So it is natural that tight limits were imposed on Jewish — and
not only Jewish — historians. But not only were certain limits
imposed, which one was not allowed to exceed, there was
also a certain language and methodology |...] I would even say
a certain party dialect — with very harmful ramifications for
scholarly work. Another method was to simply force historians
to falsify history and accept certain non-existent facts in order
to exaggerate the importance of the Communists.?4

The elements mentioned by Krakowski were typical of Polish — and
not only Polish —historiography during the Stalinist period. This meant
quoting frequently from Stalin’s and Lenin’s works, the use of Marx-
ist-Leninist terminology, which often appeared artificial, and drawing
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a clear line between ‘progressive’ and ‘reactionary’ elements in history
(Stobiecki 2007, 58 £.). Notably in works on the Second World War, the Soviet
Union and especially the Red Army had to be praised as liberators and the
Communists as the main pillars of resistance. Typical of the intensifying con-
frontation between the two power blocs were also commentaries on current
political developments, such as the Korean War and the colonial conflicts.?®

In its scholatly publications the JHI under Mark was under pressure to
meet the political requirements. This was demonstrated in several ways.
For example, in the Yiddish Bleter far geshikte translations of methodological
articles by Soviet historians,? such as Arkady Sidorov and Piotr Tretiakov,
appeared, which emphasized the importance of Stalin’s works for histori-
ography. Both had been members of a delegation to the Congtess of Polish
Historians in 1948.7 Szymon Zachariasz also submitted ideological articles
to Bleter far geshikbte, among them a tribute to the life and struggle of Feliks
Dzieryzynski, a non-Jewish Pole, who founded the Soviet secret police, the
Cheka. Another emphasized the role of the KPP in the defence of Polish
independence (Zakhariash 1951 and 1952). Neither article was related to
Jewish history. However, the translations from Soviet scholars constituted
a basic feature of Hast-Central European academia under Stalinism. They
had also been published in Polish and many other languages spoken in the
Soviet Bloc.22 Zacharisz’s contribution in turn served to emphasize the
ideological reliability of the JHI and the fact that the institute was not drift-
ing into ‘Jewish nationalism’. Equally, it was surely a concession by Mark
to his critic Zacharisz.

The principles of Stalinist-style history writing were also applied to the
institute’s own research publications. The communists in the ghettos were
portrayed as the driving force of Jewish resistance. Uprisings in ghettos and
camps were described as the Jewish contribution to the ‘great liberation
war against German fascism’. The situation in the ghettos was described
as a specific form of class struggle where the collaborators of the Judenrat
suppressed the working masses and the resistance movement. On the Bi-
alystok Ghetto Mark wrote: “There was a clear division |[...] in the ghetto:
Judenrat and resistance. There was [...] no compromise and no “third way”
between these two forces, which were mutually exclusive’ (Mark 1952b, 4).
The insurgents were, needless to say, ‘brought up in the best traditions of
the workers’ movement, in the struggles of the KPP, in the revolutionary

ideas of Marxism-Leninism’.2
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The exaggeration of the communists’ role in the resistance is especially bla-
tant if one compares Albert Nirensztein’s article on the resistance movement
in the Krakéw Ghetto, which appeared in the third issue of the Biuletyn, in
1952, and a publication of the Central Jewish Historical Commission, which
had appeared six years earlier. In his article, Nirensztein claims: “There were
two principal groups in the Krakéw underground: the communist (then
PPR) and the members of the Akiba; the latter recognized the indisputable
political supremacy of the communists” (Nirensztein 1952¢, 184 f.). Refer-
ring to members of the underground movement, Betti Ajzenstajn described
the situation somewhat differently. In The Resistance Movement in Ghettos and
Camps, she writes:

The mentioned organizations [Akiba and the PPR] cooperated
in a number of anti-German actions, despite the fact that there
was huge ideological gap between them (which more than once
produced frictions and disharmony) (Ajzenstajn 1946, 82).

The corrections, which aimed to harmonize history with the ideological foun-
dations of the PZPR, also affected source editions, which made up a large
part of Bleter far geshikbte, the Biuletyn and other JHI publications. The best
known example is Emanuel Ringelblum’s notes from the Warsaw Ghetto.
They appeared in a Yiddish edition in 1952 and as a Polish translation in
the Binletyn (Ringelblum 19522).3% In both, passages critical of the Soviet
Union or of Polish—Jewish relations were deleted, as well as references to
religious aspects, Zionism and non-communist resistance. While data that
emphasized the conflict between the Judenrat and the Jewish masses’ did ap-
pear, other parts which did not fit the class-struggle paradigm were omitted,
for instance, corruption in the house committees of the Ghetto. What was
omitted, however, differed in the Polish and the Yiddish versions. This was
especially true of what Ringelblum wrote about Poles attacking Jews, which
was included in the Yiddish paper but not the Polish. But similar differences
can also be found in cases that might have been disadvantageous from a Jew-
ish perspective. While in the Yiddish version the collaboration of certain
Jews with the Gestapo was noted, it was left out in the Polish version.?' In
the introduction to the Polish version the editors — most probably Mark
and Eisenbach — stated that ‘notes and expressions that were unclear or
not significant for the topic of the research’ were omitted,®? but to anyone
willing to read between the lines, this was an indication that the significance
for research might have been dependent on the political situation.
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Another publication from the second part of the Ringelblum Archive, un-
earthed in December 1950, sparked a fierce debate within the Yiddish com-
munity and across the Iron Curtain (see below). This was Yehoshue Perle’s
report ‘Khurbn Varshe’ [The destruction of Warsaw]. Perle described the
situation in the Warsaw Ghetto during the mass deportations in summer
1942 and harshly criticized the Judenrat and the Jewish police for assisting
the Germans. He also criticized the victims themselves for their lack of
resistance (‘Khutbn Varshe’ 1951, 101-40). Whether the text, which had
been published anonymously as the author had not yet been established
by the JHIs researchers, had undergone a similar editing process remains
unclear.® It appeared roughly a year after it was found in late 1951 or early
1952, as the editorial introduction mentions the ‘American aggressors, who

for seventeen months have been murdering the Korean people’.34

Such comments can be found in many JHI publications, as well as in other
scholarly journals in Poland between 1950 and 1954. The introduction to
‘Khurbn Varshe’ [The destruction of Warsaw] is an especially rich example,
as it refers not only to the Korean War but also to the negotiations between
German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer and Nahum Goldman, president
of the World Jewish Congress, which began in December 1951 and would
result in the Luxemburg Agreement in 1952 on reparations from Germany
to Israel. In an allusion to this, the editorial mentions the ‘non-Jewish and
Jewish agents of imperialism, who make pacts with yesterday’s Nazis [...]
those who are repeating the traitorous politics of the Jewish councils’.3
Elsewhere one can find critical comments on colonialism and discrimina-
tion against blacks in the United States (Mark 1951a, 25; Nirensztein 1952a,
184-89). In a similar vein, the exhibits in the JHI’s museum link the history
of the Shoah and the Warsaw Uprising with a call for the struggle against
imperialism (Rutkowski 1951, 127-29).

As we have seen, in the early 1950s JHI publications were punctuated with
references to Marxist, and often more bluntly Stalinist, methodology and
political biases. They had — especially in the case of sources — undergone
a process of censorship in order to make them fit current political needs.
While praise of Stalin’s genius and attacks on supposedly Western warmon-
gers make these publications read like a caricature from today’s perspective,
such a readiness to adjust the history of the Shoah to the party line was the
only way possible for the JHI to publish its research at all* and to make docu-
ments like those of the Ringelblum Archive accessible outside the institute.?”
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The JHI’s reception in the Yiddish world

Despite the ‘party dialect” which dominated the publications of the JHI
after late 1949, they continued to be read in the West, especially those in
Yiddish. Mark’s earliest statements in the Yedies in November 1949 were
closely monitored. The Wiener Library Bulletin (WLB) wrote in early 1950:

The recent far-reaching changes in the structure of Polish
Jewish organizations, now taken over by nominees of the
Government, are reflected in the journal of the Jewish Histori-
cal Institute, Warsaw [...] A programmatic statement makes it
clear that from now on research will be proceeding exclusively
along Marxist lines [... T|he tragic story of Polish Jewry, under
German occupation in particular, is now going to be presented

from the point of view of ‘class watfare in the Ghetto’.3®

This was nevertheless a neutral description of the institute’s work in a non-
Marxist Western journal. The WLB had committed itself never to comment
on political matters. Even when Albert Nirensztein attacked the WLB and

accused it of ‘only pretending to be progressive, while in fact they do not
unmask the true sources and forces of the neo-Nazism in Western Germany,
but abide by the principle of old, bankrupt bourgeois ideology’,* the WLB

did not respond. However, it vigorously refuted Nirensztein’s assertion that

the journal would ignore research literature from outside the Western hemi-
sphere. The dispute resulted not only in an exchange of letters,*® but finally

in a comprehensive report on the JHIs activity in the next WLB issue.*! This

example shows that the JHI, despite its political comments or even attacks

on Western institutions, was keen to stay in contact with such institutions,
as it clearly sent all its available publications and detailed information to

the WLB. It stands to reason that the main intention in criticizing the WLB

in Bleter far geshikbte was to justify to the Polish authorities its subscription

to the Western press.*?

However, in the Yiddish press in the United States or Israel, the JHI could
not count on the same sensibility the WLB showed. Distrust of Jewish
scholars in communist Poland was deeply rooted on the other side of
the Atlantic. This is not hard to understand considering anti-communist
sentiment there at the time and the pro-American orientation of the vast
majority of American Jews on the one hand and the anti-American propa-
ganda, which infiltrated the institute’s publications, on the other. When in
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December 1950 the second part of the Ringelblum Archive was unearthed
from the ruins of the Warsaw Ghetto, the news soon spread around the
Jewish world. But while the London-based Jewish Chronicle reported the fact
in almost neutral terms,*® in New York’s Morgen 3hurnal Aaron Tseytlins
commentatry was far more critical. In his view, it would have been better if
the material had never been found than falling into the ‘unkosher hands’
of Warsaw’s “Yevsec historians’, as it would only give them fresh material
for their ‘absurd horror story that a class struggle took place behind the
Warsaw Ghetto Wall’ (Tseytlin 1951). Similar comments could be found in
Tel-Aviv’s Di naye velt, Arbeter-vort | The new wotld, worket’s word] from Paris,
Ha-Dor, the mouthpiece of the Israeli Mapai Party or the Bulletin of the New
York Jewish Labour Committee, as ‘Arkhivarius™4 lamented in Warsaw’s
Yidishe shriften [Jewish scriptures]. It made him especially embittered that, as
he wrote, the critics do not even wait for the publication of material in the
Bleter far geshikbte before they start to criticize the supposed falsifications of
the institute (Arkivarius 1951).4°

However, even when Western reviewers read the JHI’s publications and
attested to their scholatly value, it did not mean that they spatred criticism
of the institute. This can be seen in a review of Ringelblum’s Notitsn fun
varshever geto [Notes from the Warsaw Ghetto|, which appeared in the Bundist
Lebns-fragn [Vital Issues], Tel-Aviv. For almost half the text the author, Eliahu
Shulman, dwells on the fact that ‘the [Jewish] Historical Institute has been
bolshevized — and the whole history of the Jews during Nazi occupation
is falsified’” (Shulman 1953, 17). He even attacked the JHI’s researchers
without exception. ‘After all, Berl Mark, Efraim Kupfer, [Artur/Aaron]
Eisenbach and the other staff members of the institute are Stalinist slaves —
and if their communist lord commands them to falsify — they will falsify’
(Shulman 1953, 18). However, his review of the book with Ringelblum’s
notes was very constructive. Shulman called it authentic and a ‘principal
historical and human document of the Ghetto period in Poland’ (Shulman
1953, 18).

The review gives a good insight into the misconceptions on the patrt of
readers, or rather reviewers, outside the Soviet Bloc, who received publica-
tions on the Shoah produced at the JHI. In the political climate of the Cold
War all publications from the other side of the Iron Curtain came under
a general suspicion that they were falsified. Such falsification was perceived
as a complete and wilful distortion of the ‘historical truth’ in order to
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meet the political requirements of the Polish government and Soviet camp.
This, however, was based not so much on a highly critical study of the
JHTI’s publications but on political — mainly anti-communist — convictions.
However, the falsification of sources and the misrepresentation in histori-
cal interpretation functioned differently. The publications appeared within
a framework of Stalinist academic methods, censorship, self-censorship and
political control. Even so, there were no fixed boundaries on what could be
written and published. The publication of a soutce that touched politically
controversial or sensitive issues — as Ringelblum’s diary did — was unfeasible
without deleting or editing those parts that obviously contradicted the po-
litical ‘truths’ of the day. The aim of such manipulations was not to send
a politically correct message, but to get the writing published at all. Thus,
they usually did not change the authort’s overall intention and remained
subtle enough that any such change was not immediately apparent.*¢ That
is why, despite many changes, the text remained ‘authentic’ for Shulman and
many others. His strident condemnation of JHI staff as ‘Stalinist slaves’ who
falsified whenever they had to, however, shows his inability to acknowledge
that an institution he regarded as politically hostile could nevertheless make
a valuable scholatly contribution.

As mentioned above, another source from the Ringelblum Archive — ‘Khurbn
Varshe’ [The destruction of Warsaw] — sparked a debate in the Yiddish
press in 1952. After the text, published in Bleter far geshikhte accompanied
by a strongly politically biased editorial, reached the West, the Yiddish poet
and journalist H. Leyvik bluntly accused the JHI of having fabricated the
document. In his article in Der #9g, he denounced ‘Khurbn Varshe’ as ‘blas-
phemous nonsense’ (Leyvik 1952).47 What angered Leyvik were the many
accounts of the part the Jewish Ghetto police and the Judenrat played in the
deportations. In his opinion, all Jews murdered in the Shoah were martyrs,
while, as he passionately wrote, the author of ‘Khurbn Varshe’ depicted that
‘what took place in Warsaw was a thoroughly self-inflicted Jewish extermina-
tion’.® In his view, such a text, published in the Soviet Bloc and written by
an anonymous author, must have been a forgery.4?

Leyvik’s attack not only sparked a debate in the American Yiddish press,*®
but also prompted a reaction from Mark himself. In a lengthy reply titled
Judenrat love of Israel’, Mark proved the authenticity of ‘Khurbn Varshe’
[The destruction of Warsaw], referred to a similar account of the Jewish
councils by Ringelblum and others in his group and identified its author
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as Yehoshue Perle, a well-known pre-war Jewish writer. In Mark’s view,
Leyvik’s understanding of universal Jewish victimhood had the intention
of whitewashing the Jewish councils and Ghetto police, thereby conceal-
ing ‘the internal treason in the ghettos’ (Mark 1952b, 114).5" In an allusion
to the Luxemburg Agreement, Mark called Leyvick one of ‘all those in the
United States, who require the rehabilitation of the Judenrite |...] for their
current politics’ (Mark 1952b, 114).52 Mark’s article was not only a reply to
Leyvik, it also addressed the Jews in Poland and served as another proof
of its political correctness. Therefore, it was published not only in Bleter far
geshikhte but also as a four-part series in the Polish Yiddish newspaper Fo/ks-
sztyme [People’s voice],>® which had a much greater readership among the
Jews in Poland. Only a couple of months later, the Folks-sgtyme text would
play a role in the denunciation of Mark and the JHIL

The JHI - a threshold of Jewish nationalism in People’s Poland?

In autumn 1952 it seemed that late Stalinist anti-Semitism, with the Soviet
campaign against rootless cosmopolitism and the imminent Slansky trial in
Prague, was about to reach Poland. The fear that Warsaw too could become
the venue of a show trial against a supposed Zionist conspiracy was escalat-
ing among the Polish Jews, and it was not unfounded. After Slinsky had
been arrested in late 1951, accused of leading a “Trotskyite-Titoist-Zionist’
conspiracy, the pressure on the Polish government to ‘uncover’ a Zionist
conspiracy in its ranks increased. Although the Polish President, Bolestaw
Bierut, continued to resist such pressure,> in November 1952 investiga-
tions within the power apparatus began. During these investigations, the
Polish security service visited the JHI and took articles from the Western
Yiddish press, written by high-ranking members of the state administration
(Rayski 1987, 173-80). On 26 November, as the Slansky trial was coming to
its conclusion, an employee of the Israeli Embassy was arrested, accused
of espionage (Szaynok 2012, 219). All these events wete not directly con-
nected to the JHI. Nevertheless, Mark, who must have known that many
of his former colleagues from the Soviet Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee
had disappeared in the late 1940s, was well aware that the Institute and
especially he himself could soon become a target in the search for Zionist
conspirators. His worries proved well founded.

On 24 November, A.Sztark Wroctaw, a correspondent of Folks-sztyme in

Lower Silesia, obviously encouraged by the newspaper coverage of the
Slansky trial, sent a hand-written letter and a densely typed eight-page report
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on the ideological foundation of the JHI to President Bierut. Sztark wrote
that after lengthy consideration, he had decided it was his duty as a party
member to inform him about the ideological transgressions of the JHL3® In
the report, however, it became clear that Sztark’s motivation was personal
not political: Mark had reviewed and rejected a manuscript written by Sztark
for the publishing house Yidish bukh [Jewish book]. The principal point of
Mark’s critique was that the Jewish Council and its chairman were referred
to in Yiddish terminology as Yidn rat and Yid elterer, which he considered
was wrong, as Sztark quoted the opinion that ‘this institution was not Jewish
but an enemy agency’.> Sztark presented this to Bierut as proof of Mark’s
ideological deviation: in his view, the Jewish councils had been as Jewish as
the Pétain government in France was biased, both representing a certain
sector of their respective societies.”’

Referring to Mark’s answer to Leyvik in Folks-sztyme, he wrote:

The dispute between comrade Mark and the American Jew-
ish reactionary H. Leyvik is limited to the following: while the
reactionary Leyvik embraces all Jews murdered by the Nazi
occupants with a holy Tallit [prayer shawl ...] Mark shows in his
four articles mentioned above that the members of the Yidn-
rat and Jewish policemen in the ghettos were heinous traitors
of the Jewish people, and this is why we have to denounce
them and throw them out from among the holy Jewish Tallit.>®

Sztark thus accused Mark of adopting only a slightly modified model for
interpreting the Shoah than Leyvik. In his view, a proper analysis of the class
struggle in the ghettos would include the role of other bourgeois Jewish
parties and non-communist actors. According to Sztark, Mark also ‘tries
to featherbed the fight of Zionists against the communist resistance and
reduces its importance’.>® In his view, the most important task in the history
of Polish Jews and Jewish ghettos in Poland during the Nazi occupation
is to bring to light the full activity of Jewish bourgeois parties of all hues,
with their clerical, Zionist and Bundist ideologies and their mercantilist,
brutally egoist world views. They prepared the ground among the Polish
Jews before the occupation and during the occupation they made millions
of Polish Jews walk to the slaughter with their wives and children under the
guidance of the Yidn-rat and without offering resistance, despite the heroic
fight of the communists and the groups they mobilized.°
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Sztark accused Mark of being unable to correctly analyse the situation in
the ghettos from a Marxist point of view and even more dangerous for
the latter, of Jewish nationalist views and pro-Zionist sympathies. There
is no doubt that he was aware of the serious implications this could have
for Mark during a show trial against alleged Zionist conspirators in Prague.

Sztark’s attempt nevertheless failed to initiate a purge in the JHI. The office
of President Bierut forwarded his letter to Szymon Zachariaz, who worked
in the organizational department of the Central Committee of the PZPR and
was responsible for Jewish affairs. Though Zachariasz had also been critical
of Mark’s proximity to Zionist views in the past, he had decided to protect
him. He replied to Sztark in a long letter, dismissing his critique in detail.
Zachariasz however did add: “We don’t want to say that there had not been
any mistakes in the works of the authors grouped around the JHI, including
those of comrade B.Mark’,®! but,

the publications [...] which have appeared in recent years are
constantly aligning the old, false [political — St.St.] line [...] An
important step forward in correcting the falsifying mistakes
[falsgymwyeh bledow| will be the new work on the Warsaw Ghetto
Uprising, which will appear on its tenth anniversary.®?

When Zachatiasz wrote to Sztark — on 22 December 1952 — he was taking
care that Mark’s new book on the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising would fulfil this
promise. Itis unclear how much Zachariasz told Mark about what was going
on. The publications of Mark and the JIH, which appeared in spring 1953,
however, are proof that he at least passed on the reality of a serious threat.
Abruptly, in no time, the JHI had been added to the anti-Zionist propaganda
of the Soviet Bloc, at least in its Polish publications. In the second issue of
the institute’s Bulletin of 1952, which appeared in early 1953, the density of
anti-imperialist key words, references to Stalin and Lenin and attacks on the
‘American supporters of the Jewish councils’®® and ‘the Zionist government
of Israel [...] supporting the genocidal plans of the Anglo-American Aggres-
sion Bloc’ are apparent (Eisenbach 1952, 304). One article in the journal,
F. Kupfer’s ‘On the Genesis of Zionism. A Contribution to the Problem:
Zionism in the Service of Imperialism’,** was a condemnation of Zionism.
From the correspondence between Mark and Szymon Datner, it becomes
clear that Mark put pressure on his employees to introduce such phrases
into their articles,®® just as he was under pressure from Zachariasz and recent
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developments. On 13 January 1953 the Soviet News Agency TASS had an-
nounced the arrest of ‘murderer-physicians’ which, on behalf of the ‘foul
Zionist espionage organization®® Joint, had attempted to assassinate members
of the Soviet government,? it alleged; the Warsaw Folks-sztyme reported the
news on 14 January.*® So Mark added Joint to the list of those to be attacked
and included such an assault on Szymon Datner’s article, without the author’s
knowledge or consent.®* When Datner protested and demanded a correction
in April 1953, he was immediately fired from the JHI with a note stating that,
regarding his ‘ideological strangeness’, he was incapable of intellectual work.”®

Mark’s book on the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising had been copy-edited by Szy-
mon Zachariasz and went to print on 15 January 1953,” two days after the
doctors’ conspiracy had been made public. Its lengthy introduction not only
contained portrait photographs of Stalin and Bierut,”? it is also full of praise
of Stalin, who, as the text suggests, almost single-handedly defeated Nazi
Germany. At the same time it vehemently condemned Israel and Western
Jewish organizations, especially the Luxembourg Agreement:

One of the most disgusting scenes |...] is the rehabilitation
of the neo-Nazi regime of Konrad Adenauer by the World

REMEMBRANCE AND SOLIDARITY



THE SPIRIT OF THE TIME LEFT ITS STAMP ON THESE WORKS ...

Zionist Organization, by the Jewish-nationalist organization
Joint and by the reactionary government of the State of Israel.
The leaders of global Zionism and the reactionary govern-
ment of Israel desecrate the memory of six million victims,
murdered by the genocidal Nazi murderers and disgrace the
holy memory of the Ghetto insurgents, acting as lackeys of
the American imperialists (Mark 1953, 12 £)).

Throughout the text all references to Zionist activists in the underground
movement were deleted, even though they were known to Mark. In the
Yiddish edition of the book, which appeared in 1955 and which has an
identical structure, their names do appear, while the strident attacks on the
Israeli government and the Joint, as well as the many references to Stalin
and his character, disappeared from the Yiddish edition. It contains only
one insignificant quotation from Stalin in the introduction (Mark 1955).7

It seems that Mark intentionally withheld the Yiddish edition of his book
until it became possible to publish it without anti-Zionist remarks, not least
because the JHI’s contribution to the anti-Zionist propaganda of 1952-53
is restricted to its Polish publications. The last issue of Bleter far geshichte of
1952 does not contain any such statements. In order to express the JHI’s
loyalty, it contains a Yiddish translation of Stalin’s article on economic
questions (Stalin 1952). The article was obviously added to the issue only
after typesetting had begun, since it uses Roman numerals in its pagination.
The first issue of 1953 in turn is dedicated to a Yiddish translation of the
minutes from the Warsaw trial of Jirgen Stroop, who had commanded the
German forces during the Uprising,” It seems that Mark was attempting to
withhold the anti-Zionist slogans of Western Jews, who did not understand
the political situation in Poland at the time.

This is mirrored in the reaction of a foreign visitor to the JHI’s exhibition
of the Uprising, which had also been reorganized in eatly 1953. The last part
of the exhibition was meant to present the ‘ideological legacy of the insur-
gents’, which Adam Rutkowski, co-curator of the exhibition, characterized
as ‘the hate of genocidal imperialism, the struggle for a free, powerful and
independent People’s Poland [Polska Ludowal, the fight against warmongers
for permanent peace’ (Rutkowski 1953b, 224). When in 1954 Ian Mikardo,
a British Labour MP, visited Warsaw, he also went to the JHI. He described
his tour of the museum for the Jewish Chronicle:
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At the moment the two top floors at the Jewish Historical
Institute are occupied by a magnificent exhibition recount-
ing the story of the Warsaw Ghetto and the Uprising, When
you get to the end of it there is a series of panels (which the
director did not appear anxious for me to see) based on the
theme that the post-war warmongers are behaving in exactly
the same way as the pre-war warmongers. In juxtaposition with
pictures of the Nazi leaders, Franklin Roosevelt, and Neville
Chamberlain there atre pictures of Eisenhower, Churchill, Ben-
Gurion, and Sharett. The centrepiece is a mural representing
‘warmonget’ Harry Truman receiving the gift of a Sefer Torah
from warmonger Chaim Weizmann.”

Soon after Mikardo’s visit, and possibly even before his report in the Jew-
ish Chronicle appeared, this part of the exhibition had been removed after
a formal complaint by the Israeli embassy, because it had become “politically
obsolete’ (Szaynok 2012, 266 £.). Taking Mikardo’s report into account, Mark
was not unhappy about this. Indeed, when in the second half of 1954 the
political situation in Poland was relaxed — the anti-Zionist campaign had
stopped soon after Stalin’s death — politicized comments disappeared from
the institute’s publications altogether. In the revised Polish edition of his
book, which appeared in 1958, Mark even made a vague allusion to its politi-
cal bias in the introduction: ‘However, the spirit of the time left its stamp
on these works. Some insufficiencies and ground topics gave the works of
1953 and 1954 a certain one-sidedness’ (Mark 1958, 9).

Conclusion

There is surely no period in the history of Socialist Poland when history —
and scholarly research in general — were more politicized and politically
exploited than during Stalinism. Many of the writings that appeared in this
period contained severe political distortions, which from the outside can
even seem absurd. In Poland during the early 1950s, however, everyone, even
those who had not been committed communists, knew how to read the texts,
written in the ‘party dialect’ and sometimes containing ‘non-existent facts’,
as Shmuel Krakowski put it. Even after Stalinism ended, Polish research-
ers knew how to handle texts written in this period. In 1957 the historian
K.M. Pospiechalski from Poznan’s West Institute (Instytut Zachodni) wrote
to Artur Eisenbach that for one of the publications, he wanted to refer to
a passage from Bisenbach’s Hitlerowska Polityka Eksterminaga Zydow. However,
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since he suspected that Eisenbach would have written this passage differ-
ently now, after the end of Stalinism, he decided to ask him to, removing the
strong political bias.”® Readers outside Poland often did not know about the
situation of Polish academia and lacked an understanding of the political
demands placed on historical research. For that reason, the reputation of
the JHI had been severely undermined by its publications of this period,
which has been reproduced in historiography and even today compromises
researchers like Ber Mark.

When evaluating the historiographic value of the JHI’s publications, the
political circumstances should be taken into account. Despite many short-
comings and biases, these works are an important contribution to eatly
Holocaust historiography. Without using classic Stalinist propaganda their
works could not have been published. This is also true for important sources
on the Shoah, originating in the Ringelblum Archive and other sources.
Furthermore, if Mark and his colleagues had not adapted to the politi-
cal situation, it would probably have placed the existence of the institute
at risk. Without the JHI, however, its archives would have been uncer-
tain and it is doubtful that they would have been made accessible to the
public.
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