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Hidden Ghettos: Jewish identity and the processes of its political, social and legal
reconstructions in Poland from 1945 until today

Abstract:

The thesis probes into the transitions of and within Jewish identity in the transitional state
of Poland since 1945 until today amidst concentricity of anti-Semitism, discrimination of
rights, forced emigration of Jews, religious dialogues, identity paradoxes, (re)conversion
into Judaism, constitutional amendments and European aspirations. My research studies
the increasing renewal of identitarian engagement of Polish-Jewishness and is an attempt
to understand how a controversial minority identity is revived and renewed through a range
of political, social and legal processes that enables people ‘to get in touch’ with their
hidden pasts. | identify this change as an autonomous renewal of identity that is retributive,
redistributive and cosmopolitical in nature opening new grounds for participatory
citizenship; (inter) community practices and ethno-political dialogues. Based on interviews
and observations in the field | narrate dimensions and shifts within the constructions of
being Jewish and trace how Jewish identity affiliation are actively constructed through the
state law, religious life-practices (as prescribed by Halakhah or Jewish Law), community
awareness programmes, diasporic influences and cultural events. In the process, the thesis
probes into the role of this ‘corrective measure’ for social change that allows such acts of
self-renewal which surpass historical prejudices; reintegrates values, reinstates claims and
re-objectifies transformation of cultural representation. This | argue lends itself to pluralist
influences and outcomes than mere just appropriations. My research contextualises self-
definitions of Jewishness obtained from the interviews within the legal templates of the
1997 Act in the Polish Constitution concerning relations with Jewish religious communes,
the Halakhah, and the annual reports on Poland by the Committee for the Elimination of
Racial Discrimination (CERD) and European Commission Against Racism and Tolerance
(ECRI) to argue that such identity renewal incites important questions for the interpretation

of Polish-Jewishness.
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Glossary of terms

Aliyah

Literally means ascent or the act of going-
up; refers to the immigration of Jews to
Israel, see details in chapter 6 of the thesis.

Ashkenazi

Jews from eastern and northern Europe and
their descendents

Brit milah

Hebrew: "covenant of circumcision”. The
ritual of circumcision performed on the
eighth day of a boy's life.

Bris: (Hebrew brit, "covenant™). Colloquial
name for the ritual of circumcision, from
the Ashkenazi pronunciation of brit.

Brit: The special covenant between God
and the Jewish people.

Beit Midrash

House of study. A place designated for the
study of sacred texts, usually a part of the
synagogue.

Midrash: from Hebrew drash - sermon.
Stories, sermons, parables, and other
material explaining the Talmud.

Beth Din

A Jewish Rabbinical Court convened to
resolve business disputes, grant divorces,
determine whether a prospective convert is
ready for conversion after examination.

Halakhah

Jewish oral and written law. Consists of the
613 mitzvot of the Torah in addition to
rabbinic law and custom.

Halakhic — belong to the standards
prescribed by the Halakhah.

Kashrut

Jewish dietary laws

Kehilla (pl. Kehillot)

Distinctive Jewish form of local
organization and government




Kippah (Hebrew) or
Yarmulke (Yiddish)

Jewish skull cap worn during ritual
practices and worship

Mezuzah Small parchment of Torah verses placed on
the doorpost of Jewish homes in obedience
to Deuteronomy 6:9.

Mikvah Jewish ritual bath

Minyan A congregational quorum (of at least ten

people) for Jewish religious studies, where
members discuss and debate Talmudic
issues. One of the obligations of the oral
law.

Oral law or Mishnah

Alongside the written law Jews believe
God also told Moses the spoken or oral law
at Sinai. This is known as the Torah she
b’al pei or literally Torah from the mouth.
This law was to be passed down orally
from generation to generation. It is the
information Jews need to practise fully the
commandments in the written law. It was
codified in the 2nd Century C.E.

Mitzvot Commandments; religious actions (singular
mitzvah). Sometimes used more generally
to refer to any good deed.

Rabbi A Jewish spiritual leader and teacher

Solidarnosé

Solidarity movement

Sabbath

(Hebrew word for rest)

Every week religious Jews observe the
Sabbath, the Jewish holy day, and keep its
laws and customs. The Sabbath begins at
nightfall on Friday and lasts until nightfall
on Saturday

Simcha

Rejoicing in any Jewish celebration
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Tallit Aramaic word meaning cover. Jewish
prayer shawl
Talmud Literally means Teaching. The Oral Torah,
made up of the Mishnah and the Gemara
Tanakh The Jewish Bible
Torah The Torah is the first part of the Jewish

The Torah scrolls are entirely handwritten
in Hebrew by a sofer (scribe) on parchment
from a kosher animal - usually cow. Great
accuracy is needed when the sofer writes
the scroll. The completed scroll is known
as a Sefer Torah from sefer which is
Hebrew for book.

bible. It is the central and most important
document of Judaism. Torah refers to the
five books of Moses which are known in
Hebrew as Chameesha Choomshey Torah.
These are: Bresheit (Genesis), Shemot
(Exodus), Vayicra (Leviticus), Bamidbar
(Numbers), and Devarim (Deuteronomy).

Mishneh Torah: (Hebrew for repetition of
Torah) The book of Deuteronomy or, more
commonly, the code of Maimonides.

Yeshiva A school for higher religious studies

Yiddish The language of East European Jews and
their descendents; a combination of Middle
High German, Hebrew and Polish.

Zionism A modern political movement with the aim

of creating a Jewish state.
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L’shanah Tovah!

May the coming
year 5771
N be one of

new possibilities,

- growth happiness
and fulfillment
for you and your
loved ones

Beit Warszawa
Foundation

Jewish New Year (Rosh Haszana) greetings card from Beit Warszawa (House of Warsaw), Poland’s

reform Jewish congregation, circa. 2010.
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Hidden Ghettos: Jewish identity and the processes of its political, social and legal
reconstructions in Poland from 1945 until today

Chapter 1: Introduction: Identities in Transition
“Scratch a Jew and you’ve got a story.”
- Linda Grant
(When 1 lived in modern times, London: Granta Books, 2000, p.1)
«Exile is life led outside habitual order. It is nomadic, decentred, contrapuntal; but no

sooner does one gets accustomed to it than its unsettling force erupts anew.”
— E.W. Said, Reflections on Exile

Identity, is a complicated place to start and perhaps even more a muddled place to end
however it is an indispensable assemblage through which we stake our claim to rights,
political affiliation and psychological belonging in society. The research is about those people,
who consciously or subconsciously have found truths about their belonging, non-belonging,
un-belonging and subsequently faced their life transitions with courage. While the search for
their controversial roots and/or socio-religious conversions got them closer to their ‘self’, their
‘being’; at the same time it raised many dilemmas as their choice intertwines a divisive legacy
of political, legal, social and religious discrimination which this thesis examines. The renewed
self-awareness amongst people born/adopted and raised as Polish-Catholics who are now
‘coming out’ as Jews has been a slow and gradual occurrence in Poland influenced through
grim political and legal factors since 1947. Furthermore with the reorganisation of political
power following solidarnos¢ (solidarity movement) in 1989, economic reforms and
liberalization of media and public discourse from politically-determined constraints freedom

of speech, writing and choice gained a new impetus. And, as such, identity transitions got a

! Said, Edward Reflections on Exile and Other Essays. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press,
2000.
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more official ‘way-out’ after the 1997 Act on Jewish religious communes? got incorporated in
the Polish constitution on 20™ Feb. The thesis probes into the transitions of and within Jewish
identity in the transitional state of Poland since 1945 until today amidst concentricity of anti-
Semitism, discrimination of rights, forced emigration of Jews, religious dialogues, identity
paradoxes, (re)conversion into Judaism, constitutional amendments and European aspirations.

My research is a socio-legal account on the increasing renewal of identitarian engagement of
Polish-Jewishness and is an attempt to understand how a controversial minority identity is
revived and renewed through a range of social and legal processes that enables people ‘to get
in touch’ with their hidden pasts, mitigate perceptions of history and cultural circumstances.
Based on interviews and observations in the field, | narrate dimensions and shifts within the
constructions of being Jewish and trace how Jewish identity affiliation are actively constructed
through the state law, religious life-practices (as prescribed by Jewish law — Halakhah),
community awareness programmes, diasporic influences and cultural events. While there are
twelve life-histories regarding individual journeys towards reclaiming Jewishness or Jewish
identity interpolated in the analysis, excerpts from additional interviews of journalists, NGO
workers, anthropologists, rabbis and historians are also included to present a comprehensive
view of this social change in Poland. In the process, the thesis probes into the role of this
‘corrective measure’ for social change that allows such acts of self-renewal which surpass
historical prejudices; reintegrates values, reinstates claims and re-objectifies transformation of
cultural representation. The ‘corrective measures’ to reconcile injustices of the past I argue
lends itself to pluralist influences and outcomes than mere just appropriations. My research

contextualises self-definitions of Jewishness obtained from the interviews within the legal

2 The 1997 Act on Jewish Religious Communes specifies rights and privileges granted to nine recognised
orthodox religious communes in Poland. For details see appendix B.
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template of 1997 Act Polish Constitution concerning relations with Jewish religious
communes, European Commission Against Racism and Tolerance (ECRI) and annual
Committee for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) reports of Poland to argue
that such reconstruction of identity provokes important questions for the interpretation of
Polish-Jewishness. Another key argument that is emphasized in the thesis is that continuous
changes and shifts in identity results in an autonomous cosmopolitan renewal of identity that is
vibrant and engages in the civic renewal of society.

The central focus of the thesis is to examine the transitions and transformative shifts of a
controversial minority identity which | argue creates complex articulation of differences in a
multi-layered social structure that combines elements of cosmopolitanism and nationality with
a strong desire and courage to confront the truth, as Connolly (2002, p.64) affirms: “identity
requires difference in order to be, it converts difference into otherness in order to secure its
own self-certainty.” | argue that Jewish identity renewal in the transitional state of Poland is a
dynamic political change despite the historicity of paradoxes with Polish ‘neighbours’3
(Zylinska and Glowacka: 2007). Through interviews and life-practices witnessed in the field, |
assert the intersubjective reconciliation of identity which yields to a component of positive
self-conception within a social, cultural and legal paradigm. Notwithstanding the constant
probing for its authenticity from Jewish orthodox tenets, people’s renegotiation of their Jewish
identity whether religious or cultural is an emotionally deep-seated one. | identify this change
as an autonomous renewal of identity that is retributive, redistributive and cosmopolitical
(Cheah and Robbins: 1998) in nature opening new grounds for participatory citizenship;

(inter)community practices and ethno-political dialogues. Considering Jewish identity renewal

¥ Allusion to the Jedwabne massacre of Jews by Poles as recorded by Jan Gross in his book Neighbours further
discussed in the historical framework of the thesis: chapter 3.
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amidst the transitional state changes in Poland, the following key questions are addressed

across the chapters’ three to seven of the thesis:

1.

How does the nature of a political state transform social identity of minorities with
a persecuted past?*

What kind of minor identities, rights and influences emerge as a result of the state’s
corrective quest of social liberalization?

Does a legal act provide a transformative® measure towards minority rights in a
transitional state?

How can contested divisions of identities within a minority seek legitimate
representation in a transitional state? And does the 1997 Act as legal doctrine of the
Polish state make any allowance for autonomy of these contested identities?

Can autonomous renewal of identity as a form of self-determination be legally

defined?

1.1. Outline of Chapters

This section focuses on the arrangement of my thesis structure. This introductory chapter

grounds key theoretical concepts of identity involved in my research, it also explains the

implications of the term Hidden Ghettos in my thesis title. This is followed by understanding

concepts relating to Jewishness and justice and an account of the method of data collection in

my thesis.

* In this context: Polish-Jewish.
% Legal changes brought about in a state as reparation to mitigate past injustices from one regime whose
norms/impressions are supposedly bad to the understanding of a community whose norms are good.
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Chapter 2 addresses the narrative of being Jewish through life ritual and key festive customs.
More importantly, it also gives a theological narrative of Judaic thought, alongside discusses
the many ways of being Jewish as perceived in my field-research and concludes with a section

on a review of literature on Jewish identity in Europe after the Holocaust.

Chapter 3 attempts to further clarify question one in terms of Polish-Jewish history, the
struggle of nations within the transitional state of Poland, paradoxes of Polish-Jewishness
since 1945 and identifies key movements which hold significance for the evolving Polish-
Jewish communes. Besides giving a salient feature of Jews in Polish culture through the ages,
I explore the mainstream accounts of Polish national history and reason which part belongs to
the Polish-Jewish past. It talks about the three key generational divides that has shaped Polish-
Jewish history — generations 1956, 1968 and 1989. | also engage with the key landmarks in
history responsible for further political democratization of the Polish state and assess the
critically ambiguous role of the Catholic Church. Accordingly the chapter also considers
impacts of external influences like the Polish right wing media and the increasing involvement
of the Jewish diaspora from the US and Israel that has had political and diplomatic mediation
on material policies in the state of Poland to do with communal restitution of property,

enabling rights to pervade from state to the citizens (Krishnadas, 2004:22).

Chapter 4 gives a detailed account of the various networks of activity in Polish-Jewish

communes that bring people together and provoke a sense of cultural belonging. The chapter

accordingly engages with excerpts from religious reflections of some of my interviewees
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which validate the claim of religious autonomy and generational divides in the perceptions of

Polishness and Polish-Jewishness.

In an attempt to answer question 3, chapter 5 engages with the 1997 Act of Jewish Religious
Communes in Poland and tries to give an assessment of the subject-specific arrangements
addressed in it in order to explore the boundaries and contestations of Polish-Jewish identity
divides, their rights and privileges. | assess how renewed perceptions of the state re-mobilise
legitimate recognition to order to reconstruct communities and inculcate inter-faith dialogues

which in turn encourage participatory citizenship (Teitel: 2000).

Chapter 6 engages with European Commission Against Racism and Tolerance (ECRI) and
annual Committee for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) reports of Poland. It
attempts to provide a reflection on the state of minority rights in Poland especially related to
the renewal of Polish-Jewish identities. | argue that although legal and political factors clearly
modify the cost/benefit analysis associated with a particular identity, they do not by
themselves determine the individual’s final decision. Both chapters 5 and 6 are legal
responses to corrective justice in Poland, to clarify how far Jewishness is perceived in the

Polish cultural and sociological discourse in terms of diversity and citizenship.

Chapter 7 provides a typology from the context of my primary field-data collection. Brief
commentaries of rabbis and social anthropologists are used as interpolated reflections to
understand how the nation’s political and legal evolution yields to the cosmopolitical renewal

of Polish Jews. It also addresses the legitimate processes of Jewish identity renewal in Poland.
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| argue, regarding the need for cosmopolitical understanding of the minority religious identity
IS not dis-associative of past injustices but with re-association with the state, the communities
are able to build a self-determined position of identity renewal. Basing on interviewee excerpts
on questions relating to Polish and Jewish cultural imaginary and memory, conflicted
representation and political implications of the renewed legal representation of Jewish identity,
| assess privileges of these identities and assert the need for autonomous renewal of identity as

corrective justice in society.

1.2. Why ‘Hidden Ghettos’? : Understanding ghettoization as social theory

The process of identity construction also comprises an emotional component, namely the
hidden consciousness which in state politics takes the shape of legal reparation which works
through political lapses and moral adjustment, as Teitel (2000:6) says, “transitions imply
paradigm shifts in the conception of justice; thus, law’s function is deeply and inherently
paradoxical.” Hence my aim is to probe deeper into the reconstruction of a minority identity in
parallel to the changes within a state, where democracy has been prevalent for only two

decades.

Before the addressing the themes and arguments of the thesis, I shall elucidate on the notion
behind the name of my project as it holds communicative significance regarding perceptions
of others and self-perception of Jewishness as I witnessed in the field. The word ‘ghetto’ has
long been associated with European Jewish history as an urban spatial construct of an enclosed
settlement — a pre-modern legal residential space forcibly assigned to Jews by non-Jewish

authorities (Heyde and Steffen: 2005, p.424). The term implies exclusivity both in sense of
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cultural and material lives, but its interpretation over the years by sociologists and historians
alike has brought further socio-political connotation to the concept. Heyde (2005) while
chronicling the use and legal application of the term in history since Congress of Vienna in
1812 notes that in German political journalism ‘ghetto’ embodied backwardness. The
understanding of the ghetto in Polish-Jewish history records sociologist Alina Cata (2005) was
only used in the 19" century as the Yiddish shtetl® was the legal-topographic equivalent. The
word ghetto as text is often seen in anti-Semitic journalism in Poland and Germany with
common phrases like the drunkenness of the ghetto or stench of the ghetto ushering in anti-
Semitic propaganda. In the anti-Semitic discourse Cata (2005) notes the word ghetto was
frequently used as a synonym for Jewish backwardness as opposed to the purity of Polishness
— which stressed that Jews should stay in their cultural ghettos. The ghetto overtones in anti-
Semitic propaganda influenced the first anti-Semitic periodicals at the end of the nineteenth
century in Poland isolation and exclusion being key perceived Judaic features prior to coming
out of the ghetto’ towards emancipation. Steffen (2005) however relates the ghetto discourse
with the spread of nationalism of Jews in East-Central Europe as Zionism at the beginning of
the 20™ century and discusses its interconnectedness with the diaspora. Steffen argues
towards a ghetto not associated with victimised suffering but one that stands-out in terms of
the multiplicity of cultures, representative of Jewish life-worlds in East Europe. Thus the term
shifts in its historical construction from being merely a forced spatial construct of excluded
space and rejection as initially used in Venice since 1516 to a symbol about of justly imbibing

considerations of Jewishness in a non-Jewish milieu (Heyde: 2005). This increasingly

® The word shtetl meant both a Jewish town and community including all its social customs set according to the
Jewish law. Cala notes that in the middle ages its predecessor was the kehila —an autonomous, ethnic self-
government.

" Also a symbol of Jewish political constitution as noted in work of Jacob Katz — Out of the ghetto: The social
background of Jewish emancipation 1170-1870 (1986) cited in Heyde and Steffen, 2005:427.
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ambivalent use of the term renders a shift from exile and isolation to an othered history of
indigeneity. The concept of ghettoization (Cata: 2005) as used in the thesis is an allegory of
‘othered’ separateness — temporal, psychological and spiritual. The ‘coming out’ of
Jewishness from the invisible walls of ignorance, guilt, repressed anxiety and prejudice to the
visible walls of acceptance, community, dialogue and self-knowing in their perceptions and
self-expressions is what | term as hidden ghettos. The wall still remains in the mind of some
interviewees who don’t want them to be perceived openly as Polish Jews thus reinforcing the
idea of external isolation. Having experienced field thinking and writing — I assert anything as
old as Hebraic thought or for that matter the remnants of the Yiddish tradition takes on a
much-altered cultural essence especially when renewing its life-rituals and identity. When in
congregations reformed or orthodox | have seen members putting aside inhibitions and freely
accepting their adopted/converted faiths but when stepping outside they still prefer to maintain
their ‘traditional’ isolation. The same ease with which people embrace all symbols while
inside, gets completed internalised and almost shrouded when they step out in the world
outside. Their only concern ‘out-there’ is of civil equality yet lines of demarcation exists in

their own private beliefs and Jewish life-practices.

The other commonality of separateness lies in the new generation’s acceptance of Jewish
religion. At times | witnessed condescension towards religious reflection, from the new
generation of Polish-Jews who prefer to remain merely culturally affiliated and active in
community service such as getting involved in restoring communal libraries or synagogues or
even participating in inter-faith workshops but ultimately there lies an anxiety to get trapped in

religious dogmas of the Talmudic which because of its prescribed observant life-style prevents
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many from openly identifying themselves as Jewish — of course for some converts it also
works the other way round and is perceived as an inclusive means of integrating with the
community. In my field-observations and studies as an outsider-inside however | think that
there is a great deal of wealth in Jewish theology as in many other religious traditions that
needs to be restored to its rightful awareness of people's responsiveness and intention. For
example, the notion of civil society and collective obligation in the Torah can be deeply

instructive of communal re-organising and assertion of identity (Walzer et al., 2006).

Such condescending attitudes towards a faith yet having affinity towards it, might again also
be understandable because of its intense persecuted past and the fear of ‘getting-trapped’ in
rigid life-practices prescribed by the Halakhah although a handful of my interviewees has
certainly come out of that to embrace it. It seemed to me that the idea that people may have
any interest in any historical traditions or intellectual traditions of their faiths at times lingers a
daunting feeling sometimes even a pejorative attitude, which | believe is a real
impoverishment in the society and it has made people feel that Judaic thought itself is much
less profound and grounded thing than it in fact is. | believe that the centrality, the weight and
the humaneness of theological thinking in life and the fact that what the new Polish-Jews are
doing is restoring a common possession bears a huge consequence in a society that have long
held such beliefs as marginal. The ghetto feeling in my research thus epitomizes the voluntary
adjustments through identity in the lives of my interviewees who actively engage with the
learning and nuances of their Jewishness but amalgamate their Jewishness with their Catholic

pre-selves in the world outside. Their understanding much like Wirth’s® (1928 as cited in

8 Wirth, Louis The Ghetto, New Brunswick & London reprint 1998 (original Chicago:1928) cited in Heyde and
Steffen, 2005, p. 427
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Heyde and Steffen, 2005) explanation is a re-evocation of ‘a cultural community’ as a result
of prolonged social isolation becomes impressionable to outside influences in shaping and
reliving their elapsed heritage. What | extrapolate from their experiences are the demarcations
and zeal to create transformed meaningful communities which comes from a prolonged hidden

consciousness of affiliation and belonging, hence, the name Hidden Ghettos befits my project.

1.3. Concepts of Identity used in the thesis

This section attempts to look at identity as conceptually framed in the thesis. Through a theory
informed analysis | examine how identity shifts in a transitional society occur while
re/creating and re/structuring futures. Culturally hybrid identity (Bhabha, 1990) is often
labelled as salient for post-colonial cultures. However, | intend to show that it can be
productively applied to discussion of apparently settled cultures. Through a range of
experiences, conditions and awareness of the local and the global, the renewed Other gets
constructed into an autonomous cosmopolitical self, where cultural or racial continuities and
discontinuities of the betwixt and between become mutually exclusive, through an inherent
awareness of relations based on local socio-history and influence of global discourses. | argue
that past repressions, nostalgia (sometimes conspicuous only in its absence) creates a
redemptive reinvention or renewal of minority identity — which is multilayered and often
entails a cosmopolitical assertion. This propels for contestation and legitimised action through
active reconstruction of identity influenced by an interaction of global and local processes
(Krishnadas, 2007). Cosmopolitics and autonomy are often encountered words in the thesis —

which | shall also attempt to clarify here.
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Mixed affiliation and equal dignity of all persons are related in different identities but for
cosmopolitical change in an identity of a person s/he has to be ‘different from local ways or
categories of being’ (Appiah in Cheah and Robbins, 1998:94), capable of making self-directed
and self-determined decisions while bearing unique translatability of interaction with the

foreign.

The discussion on identity that follows, however, may also be applicable to the broader
universal concerns of identity and self-perception beyond any geo-cultural delimitation of
Jewishness. As identity is a psycho-social aspiration; it contains a cognitive and emotional
factor that bases our needs, feelings and anxieties and shapes opinion while establishing
political and social affinities. It also has a propensity to legitimise action through political
belonging and/or negotiation — it is a process of recognition (or not) by which we stake our
claim in society. Jewishness and the processes of modernity such as colonisation and
globalisation are inseparable (Herman, 2006) all of which underscores another process — that
of discrimination, an overwhelming battle of alterity and difference, home and the strange,
insider and outsider, race and the anti-race (Herman, 2006; Cheyette and Marcus, 1998).
Jewishness has often been seen as a long drawn profoundly paradigmatic minority model,
enunciating a rhetorical quality of persecution against racist desires of domination and
xenophobic nationalism. That is to say the culture of Jewishness as a minority as Herman
(2006:18) suggests requires ‘judicial investigation and, perhaps, protection’. Jewish identities
have always been connected to the ruptures of power and authority as when it comes to
notions of identity hyphens are a crucial syntax. While, on the one hand, it could mean

succinct linkages, it could also refer to a certain mixedness, a provocative otherness, an
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assimilation — in some cases revolutionary, that poses a threat of ‘“unmaking” the
homogeneous majority as much as the divided self. The question of all kinds of contested
Jewish identity, whether Ashkenazi, Sephardi, Mizrahi or any other, has often harboured a
deterritorialized language and/or the ability of being multilingual, an inherent self-sufficient
transformative force that demands a collective politico-legal immediacy from the majority (i.e.
Weber’s Legitimitatsglauben of a society) . Whether placing the Jews in the English culture
(Cheyette and Marcus: 1998) or Polish culture (Hertz: 1988) the image has always been
dynamic, full of contradictions, radical and always fragmentary. The “kindredification” of the
Jew (Hertz: 1988) within each culture remains an autonomous collective experience — a
renewed assimilation that makes way once again for the “civic world”. The assimilation while
on one hand is an internal liberal state process about enduring diversity (Cowan: 2001) and
tolerance within the nation, externally, it underplays wider ideological, political and economic
force which shapes processes of recognition. Minority identity negotiates and ‘act’ out their
part within state battles, with the Jewish nation it has increasingly become appealing for the
international diasporas to intervene. Like many countries with a transitional history, Poland is
a land of different rhetorics — civil society, international cooperation, preserving sites of
heritage and war atrocities as well as of ethnic tensions, religious animosities, ancient
prejudices and national security. Over the last six and a half decades the nation has
transformed from radicalised difference to re-inscribing counter changes of historical and
religious identity; from normative assimilation where the assimilating identity accepts the
norms and values of the dominant society to cultural assimilation where the nation is
expressed through differentiated modes of everyday life (Stratton: 2000), which has dispersed

multiplicious discourse of pluralism and mixedness. Minority identities in a renegotiated
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context thus work through transnational array of actors within a reconfigured geo-political
context (Cowan, 2001). Jewish assimilation in Poland, in Said’s (2000) words as quoted above
the chapter disrupts the already unsettling force to bring about a renewed transformation in
Polish society where the principle of exclusion works in equal stride with the principle of
inclusion — an unresolved cosmopolitan existence. Before | delve into the varied context-
specific perceptions of Polish-Jewish identity and Jewishness, | will attempt to analyse the

dynamics of remerging identity as a social process.

a. ldentity and identification

Developmental psychologist Erik Erikson (1980 [1959]) defined identity as a sense of one’s
continuity over time as a being or entity and as Connolly (2002) asserts that the entity or being
is established through an understanding of being different from others resulting in conflict
especially during transition. The idea of conflict | argue is important during identity transition
or transformation. The tensions between wishes or between events that make the flow of life
less smooth results in a negotiation with acquired norms and the prior ones which paves an
effective way for transition. The question of identity contains a reflexivity of the researcher
and the researched which draws attention to the mutable nature of identity which can be re-
evaluated at any time without being inauthentic. Reflexivity is crucial to understanding the
difference between identity and their collective phenomena through religious, political,
cultural or social structures in which they ‘work’ or exist. The same is argued in social identity
theory as identity becomes the fundamental process of social comparison based on likes but
most importantly on difference (Turner 1982, Tajfel, 1979). Bauman (2004) further points

out, that the double edged meaning of identity and its practices maintain a paradox in the
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freedom of choice which is both inclusive and divisive in nature, a fragile balance between
rights of the individual and the group. Identity seen from a poststructuralist view is a process
of construction, a process never completed, always ‘in process.’ Identity, Hall (2000) contends
IS “never unified, and, in late modern times, increasingly fragmented and fractured [. . .]
produced in specific discursive formations and practices by specific enunciative strategies

[. . .] constructed through difference [and] in relation to the Other.” (Hall 2000:19) The
engagement with identity and its re/construction process that Hall describes, | argue may lend
itself to promotion only if there is (i) a corresponding social category sufficiently rich in
meaning to give a coherent perspective in many diverse situations and (ii) a change in personal
or social circumstances which causes the preceding identity to cease providing satisfactory
explanations of observed events. For example: ‘independent’ Polish identities, shaped by the
belief that Communism had eradicated ethnic persecution, were shattered after the anti-
Semitic purge. Consequently, their Polishness progressively gave way to a stronger sense of
Jewishness since the 60s which subsequently gave birth to the Jewish Flying Universities in

the 70s.

Giddens (2000) point out reflexivity as an important moulding of identity which persists and
copes with the idea that somewhere there is a point of certainty, of knowledge and truth for
welcoming any identitarian changes or response to the old order. Bhabha (1990) argues that to
accommodate the Other and its representation one requires a degree of objectivity which is
often ambivalent resulting in a lack and exchanges a conflict with authority, which in his terms
is a disciplinary double (as cited in Stratton, 2000:60). Thus drawing from these two opinions

I intend to show that differentiation through the subjects or in society’s objectification in law
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is a growing dynamic and shifting process which works through autonomy as well as political

strategy run by external forces.

Identity and any transitional political process are inextricably linked to historical
circumstances (Teitel, 2000). And these historical circumstances get enmeshed in the
conscious culture of the state when distributive justice is sought in matters of reviving
minority identity and culture. While it is difficult for society to change the pre-existing social
accounts and prejudices or victimizations, it resorts to reparations which in turn may often
subverts the process of new ascriptions as people fear being categorised in the shadow of the
wronged identity, but again it can also imply a discontinuity of the narrative and mediate
potential individual choice of identity and liberal action. Moreover, as the role of the state
becomes exhaustive beyond history, plural narratives of identity and renewed political
identity becomes inevitable through the liberalised mediation of citizens’ choice, democratic
knowledge and agency (Teitel, 2000:116). Law, power and authority works as a redemptive
strategy and holds a performative representation during transitional dilemmas thus the term
‘Wandering Jew’ (in German: der ewige Jude) implies to be both wandering and dependent on
historical circumstances is an ambivalent identitarian construct (Cheyette and Marcus,
1998:5). This invokes the argument that minority identity is always an assemblage of
transformative force that seeks to undo and disband laws that enunciate the need of the
minority culture (Gilman et al., 1994; Deleuze and Guattari: 1987). In the context of my
research the identity transitions are a strong transformation not just for the subjects or
community who have chosen it but it is a huge transition for the nation trying to rebuild itself

beyond the baggage of past injustices and oppression. Thus I think it is important to consider

30



the process in which identity works its political and social strategies, also termed by Lacan

(2000 [1986]) as its mirror stage — its identification.

b. Identification as a social agency

In this section | argue that the way of thinking about changes or movement of identity is
brought about through the act of identification — which involves imagining oneself in another
person’s place, with its determinate conditions of existence. The social conditions of
identification motivate action which transforms the meaning of identity. Here of course power
does play an important role in understanding the political dimensions of identity and its
ascription, thus the series of differences and paradoxes needs to be socially recognized
(Connolly, 2002). Stuart Hall (in Du Gay et al. 2000) discusses the ‘deconstructive’ turn in
cultural studies. Hall claims that, although it has been “put under erasure,” we need to
continue to discuss ‘identity’ preferably as ‘identification.” Hall (2000) writes “identification
is in the end conditional, lodged in contingency. Once secured, it does not obliterate
difference. [. . . ] Identification is, then, a process of articulation, a suturing, an over-
determination not a subsumption.”(p.17) In the context of my research the cosmopolitical
identification is a voluntary position that privileges choice over chance, where the cultural gets
carried over to be the political through multiple global-local constituents, it is about coming to
terms with the history of the present through consciously overcoming the brutal memory of

history, scattered all over Poland. It is about aspiring to fill the impossible void® with a

%It is difficult to bring back the Yiddish heartland of 3.5 million by only 35-40 thousand people constructing or
renewing their Polish-Jewish identity.
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complacent alterity — a willing and progressive way of accepting things Jewish, resituating a

pleasure in the difference for the other, through the other.™®

While engaging with the polemics of Jewishness, and to explore how this mixedness in
identification is an essential Judaic construct time and again re-affirming the need of the other
in the construction of the cosmopolitical, as a non-European | took much interest in the book
Freud and the Non-European (2004) where Said explores this exilic otherness, Said (2004)
proposes the existence of the othering in Jewish roots itself. Judaism comes to being through
proximity of the foreign, Moses — an Egyptian, a non-Jew and it is in this closeness with a
non-Jew that Judaism posits of what it means to be Jewish. So as opposed to the centrifugal
and inclusive understanding of identity, which cannot be thought or worked through without
the recognition of the limits inherent in it, we witness a centripetal force in the creation of
besieged identities, establishing norms of community that negates exile while in exile. The
dialectics lie when this found identity meant for a positive change ultimately becomes a risk
and is persecuted in future as the ‘threatening others’. These polycentric-shifts in the meaning
of the real, symbolic and imaginary create yet another vacillation of Jewish identity — whereby
a notion of ‘being Jewish’ becomes very different from the ‘Jewish notion’. Thus, the self, in
this case the Jewish self, almost exhibits a Levinasian dependence to the arrival of the other,
reshaping identitarian engagement as ‘an alterity constitutive of the very content of the

other’.* This idea however according to anthropologist UIf Hannerz (2004, p. 69) can also be

19 jewish identity in contemporary Poland is deeply influenced by the Israeli diaspora and the American Joint
Distribution Committee as well as the World Jewish Congress so there is an overhaul of foreign (non-Polish)
philanthropy that instigates collective action. Further evidenced in chapters 4 and 5.

111 study Levinas through a Derridian perspective for a deconstructive notion of alterity, self and other. Here | refer to
Derrida’s ‘Violence and Metaphysics: An Essay on the Thought of Emmanuel Levinas’ in Writing and Difference London
and Henley: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978.
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argued rife for ‘genuine’ travelling cosmopolitans who willingly engage with the other as

aficionados through an appreciation of traditions and customs other than their own.*?

In Freud and the Non-European what Said likes most is Freud’s embrace of Moses as the non-
European, the Egyptian as the founder of the Jews and the consequent challenge that the figure
of Moses poses to a strictly identitarian politics. If Moses is to stand for contemporary political
aspiration, it would be one that refuses to be organised exclusively on principles of national,
religious or ethnic identity. It would be one that accepts a certain impurity and hyphenation as
the negotiated conditions of contemporary social and political life. Said (2004, p. 54) writes
“Moses was an Egyptian and therefore always outside the identity inside which so many have
stood, suffered and later, perhaps even triumphed.” It is striking that although Said reflects on
the origins of Judaism he finds there at the start of that origin a plural history, a mixing with
otherness; what continental philosophers might call an indelible othering or alterity, an alterity
which turns out to be constitutive of what it is to be a Jew. Despite this analysis, it is important
to underscore that in reality Moses was born of a Hebrew mother adopted by the pharaoh’s
daughter. While Moses had “the wisdom of the Egyptians™** his consciousness never left him.
He did not forget his origins and stood up for his own people. Thus while introducing Judaic
faith to his people he was in effect rediscovering Jewishness in his own life. Moses’
realization could be argued as a cosmopolitanism that was rooted but nonetheless contested
and whose identity challenged by circumstances developed into “a troubling disabling,

destabilizing secular wound — the essence of the cosmopolitan” (Said, 2004, p. 54)

12 Hannerz UIf “Cosmopolitanism”, in David Nugent and Joan Vincent (eds), A Companion to the Anthropology of Politics,
Oxford: Blackwell, 2004 p. 69.
13 Exodus Chapter 7
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When these paradoxes of ‘Jewish’ identification are combined with post-holocaust secularist
modes of Jewish assimilation in Poland today, the Polish-Jewishness becomes a controversial
minor culture of an already existing minority, which brings about a renewed transformation in
Polish society where the principle of exclusion works in equal stride with the principle of
inclusion — an unresolved cosmopolitan existence. History indeed repeats itself in yet another
novel way where the “re-ethnification” of Polish-Jewish identity after a series of de-
judiazations is now getting reclaimed through volition, i.e. choice, over chance by the
returning others yet again through a diaspora which confirms the nature of cosmopolitan
power and persistence; a liminal journey in search of a dubious middle ground where the
matter on either side of the hyphen isn’t just about heterogeneity but a recurrence of yet

another energized autonomous de-centering from/within the diaspora.

Hall (in Du Gay et al., 2000) in his study of identification foregrounds the major fault line in
the ‘subject-of-language’ approach to identity; i.e. between the social control and the personal
investment. He observes these essentialist concepts have been ‘put under erasure’ “operating
under erasure in the interval between reversal and emergence” (p.16) “in its new, displaced or
decentred position”. This identification of Jewishness is once again evidenced in Jewish
theology in the story of Ruth, a Moab and non-Jew who chooses to stay in Judah with her
mother-in-law Naomi becomes known as a faithful and righteous woman. She eventually
marries Boaz who is of a noble family and becomes the great-grandmother of King David. So
once again the decentred identification of the alien is found at the very foundation of Judaic
identity construct. Ruth comes into the Israelite fold as a stranger and ends-up being in the

lineage of their greatest king which also has another bearing on the New Testament, as she
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also belongs to the house of Jesus which emerges from the house of David. Thus in Christian
teaching the story of Ruth is about the foreshadowing of the gentile inclusion of the Jewish
redemption. The Jewish messiah is the world’s redeemer and the presence of the gentile, the
stranger in his bloodline suggests that expansion of the promise. Ruth is both a stranger as
well as holds absolute centrality as a strong identity of either as an Israelite or as a Christian.
So the relationship between subject and discursive practice as Hall (2000) rearticulates pins
down to the question of identity or rather the question of identification (involving the process

of subjectification and the politics of exclusion) recurs.

| structure this analysis of identification and exclusion in my field research where this
subjective vision of identity is recognizable through many of my interviewees who rearticulate
their new found Jewishness as a decentred belonging but having an emerging essence with
affiliations to intersected cultural practices. This decentred transition of Polish-Jewish
identities | argue needs to be explored empirically through its micro and macro situated

complexities.

Before addressing the contexts specifically I also want to explain ‘the wider gap’ in Europe.
The whole Eastern Europe has built its identity and self-perception by relating itself to the
West while also developing an inferiority complex to Western Europe. Accepting that by the
virtue of tradition and spirituality they belong to the East is inconceivable to Eastern
Europeans who recognize that they are part of Eastern Europe only geographically and even
this they consider as a handicap. In the circumstances of the recent international evolutions of

the past two decades, the relation between Eastern and Western Europe is in a transition. The
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invisible border between East and West; with the European enlargement created on one hand
a denial or a wish for non-existence of an Eastern European identity especially among the
young generation whose perceptions and mindsets are much like the capitalist West. But on
the other hand the struggle between the existence and inexistence of East Europe creates a new
narrative construct reviving transitional deliberations in the politics of the state welcoming a
liberal transitional identity (Teitel:2000) that mediates and sometimes is even quite of place
within the plurality that it embraces. The transformation of performances through processes of
interaction and mediation through political institutions and the legal representation of cultural
practices, all affirm a posthistoire complex but cannot always obliterate difference. Thus a
political ambivalence works in parallel to the identitarian process between autonomy and
affiliation. Although the scope of identity and reconstruction of Europe is beyond the scope of
the thesis, nonetheless this salient feature of coping with exclusion while reconstructing
citizenship within Europe is an unavoidable aspect when studying delineation and revival of a
minority identity also within its dominion, counterbalancing the European consolidation of

fundamental freedoms (J. Bhabha: 1998; Dembour: 2006).

1.4. Jewishness and Justice

In this section | shall introduce a key made in the thesis between Jewishness, ethical Jewish
diversity and corrective justice which eventually also brings about communal justice and
social justice. Jewish identity in the post-holocaust era consists in the perception of
international standards being incorporated as a measure for corrective justice and security for

locally-generated regimes for political internal arrangements.
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Ethical diversity and communal autonomy are the two very important sides of Jewishness
(Dasgupta, 2008) that a state needs to accommodate if redemptive future is to be achieved.
Like many religions of the world Judaism and indeed Jewishness does not speak in one voice.
It has divides and sub-divides pertaining to their attitude to the Halakhah or Jewish Law
(Walzer et al. 2006). While the Orthodox Jews accept the Halakhah as the first point of
reference and sole authority, Conservative Judaism sees it merely as value holding in
determining personal obligations and behaviour to the community and by contrast Reform
Judaism insists on grounding individual norms and conscience based on the importance of

personal autonomy (Fisch in Walzer, 2006, p. 96).

While in the larger societal context, ethical diversity is based on protest, civil action and
implementing the law, in Jewish cultural and religious choice, it is viewed through the salient
features of the community and its approach to the Halakhic order. Halakhah grants freedom
and justice to Jewishness in terms of ethical plurality of thought, community rituals as well as
social and cultural participation and at the same time prohibits conduct which certainly
challenges the concept of toleration. Parallel to this concept of Jewishness and justice is the
idea of inclusion and exclusion of identities (Wettstein, 2002) which questions the
fundamental question of claiming an identity — in terms of before whom can it be claimed and
indeed what kinds of claims of Jewishness can be made in this world which will engage
Jewish identities to the social contract of the Torah yielding to mutual consent of community
membership and indeed crucial in citizenship a political reality (Novak in Walzer, 2006).
While secular Jews demand a far liberal value in community choice, orthodox Jews need that

religious sanction which may well be context-dependant and time-bounded but both clarify
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justified frameworks of living in the context of Jewish diversity. While Halakhah indeed blurs
the divide between the ethical and the law (Seligman in Walzer, 2006), it nonetheless engages
with the possibility of a common human morality and social order of plural Jewish

collectiveness.

The passage of time opens up the possibility for corrective justice which may well be
redistributive in nature. Jewish law or the Halakhah was developed in conditions of exile,
where Jews had neither a state nor citizenship of any sort. What is interesting to note that this
exilic legal process has been incorporated in democratic states such as US, Canada, Poland,
Britain to name but a few as a legal pluralistic feature of accommodating citizens or Jewish
minorities (as applicable in the contexts of the states) to layer the conditions of belonging and
instrumental in finding ways of being home politically. The acknowledgement of the
‘interiority of law’ in the 1997 Act on the Jewish Religious Communities is especially an
important example in the context of my research. When the minority it has its own law that
legislates life-practices, customs, security and identity, the state has to accommodate it for
democratic and political transformations to occur (Minow, 1996). In the context of my
research, such recognition gives the state an opportunity to integrate with Jewish communes
and mobilise narratives of reconciliation with political and social change. To understand and
practice religion, theological thinking is important for the members of the congregation. And
when modes of thought and theology integrates all the elements of human experience more
exhaustively than any of them to get a legal functionality in a state then its purpose is to
integrate at every level of democratic citizenship (Walzer et al., 2006) a meaning becomes

pervasive through all aspects of life, rather than being isolated in narrow interests and narrow
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purposes. The Halakhah with it nomadic mutuality between the citizen and the state is a
messianic doctrine promising Jewish entrance and perhaps acceptance from the wandering
past to each mitigated territorial present, from the medieval ghetto into the larger political
worlds (Zohar in Walzer et al., 2006:138-140). There’s indeed a marked universal function in
this view, but nonetheless the progressive vision of Jewish messianism and legal obligations as
based on the covenant with God, paves the primacy of the human will to autonomously build

local civil societies, while integrating the international.

In relation to the state and the interior law of Jewish minorities, more often than not there are
two major underlying ramifications, one that equality as a means of ‘deepening’ protection in
a way that it can reach out to, for example, through communication and religious education
and maintaining an open dialogue with public authorities; and secondly equality as a means of
‘widening’ protection so as to not permanently exclude minorities from societal processes in

other words, the rights of the other must be recognized.

As Zohar (2006:35) interprets: “In the exilic situation the affairs of state and society were
addressed predominantly from the perspective of a Jewish group living within an alien state.
When we consider the idea of a civil society distinct from the state, an analogy may be drawn
to the exilic paradigm of an autonomous community within the gentile state.” The factional
visions separates the way one is initiated into the congregation, Rabbi Burt Schuman®* of Beit
Warszawa comments: “We very much acknowledge the work that Rabbi Schudrich is doing at
Nozyk, but we prefer to work separately in closer alliance with the World organisation of

reformed Judaism. We have initiated conversion through the London Beth Din mainly because

 Interview taken by me at Beit Warszawa in August 2008.
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they are more structured and perhaps more conservative than we are but it is important we
work along under the aegis of the progressive movement.” While the autonomous body of
religio-cultural standards precisely serve the specific and sole objective of governing the
complexities within the minority as an ethno-cultural sub-group, it always work through a
nexus of rights under diasporic influences and remains somewhat silent or indifferent about
the specifics of any sub-minority regimes. When it comes to corrective and redistributive
justice for the state it has to thereby keep these constitutive identities in mind and provides
some foundational criteria, regarding customs and rituals if rehabilitation and compensation
are to be achieved this is seen in the 1997 Act where Jewish dietary laws (Kashrut,), ritual
bath (Mikvah) and religious action (Mitzvot) are incorporated in Articles 9 and 10. | shall
further engage with the notion of corrective justice from state to communities in chapter five

while discussing the 1997 Act.

1.5. Research Methodology

I use qualitative research and primary field data to reflect in the thesis and assess it in parallel
to legal contexts. My interviewees narrate their respective journeys of conscious renewal to
being Jewish which | analyse to understand how far renewed identities can facilitate social,
political and legal considerations within a state. In the field I realized | was travelling into the
notions of Jewishness, faster than | expected, and was able to know and interact with
colloquialisms of my subjects, able to build rapport and extract their life-stories. | realised that
as | was observing, the culture was slowly integrating with my self and | was able to read into
the paradoxes of local life-experience that | encountered. Indeed the possibility of celebrating

Jewish culture and tradition is a novel circumstance for many of my interviewees as discussed
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in chapter 7. But that by no means is an easy deliberation, as evidenced in chapters 5 and 6,
Jewish rights building processed has often worked through anti-Semitic prejudices and

paradoxes as witnessed through the ECRI and CERD reports.

In this section, I shall explain the methodological scheme of my research. | record the
narratives from my interviewees about their cultural and/or religious journeys of reconversion
or renewal of Polish-Jewish identity and rearticulate them as empirical approaches to the
modern processes of local, global and transnational contestation that impacts this revival.
Field experience is always an intercultural one (even if the researcher comes from the same
culture, interpersonal differences puts the relation in an inter mode as ethnicity with or without
hyphens is always a subjective position and can never leave a person no matter how
assimilated due to other cultural influences or experiences in life) while the written word is a
transposed concept of the text written and revisited away from the lived experience. What |
found most remarkable here is that the interaction between the verbatim, semiotics and the
written word with thematic narratives always remained a consistent dynamic process right
from its recorded formation (through interviews, field notes etc.) till the whole lived
experience or experience of the subject and the self, researcher and the research is put to text.

Field reflections have numerous possibilities no one position can talk prefigure the shadow of
the other or for that matter begin from within a common parlance as native understanding,
self-representation in participation and observation are three very different components. This
juxtaposition of engagement and liaising in the field and the observant aloofness of reflection
however has an innate pivot of understanding ‘every single one of us who are a native of a

particular world, of which we have an intimate and largely intuitive knowledge’ (Dembour
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2001:197). Indeed this intuitive knowledge gives the field researcher a momentum to
encompass native understanding and transcend local knowledge as Kirsten Hastrup in her
work ‘A passage to Anthropology: Between Experience and Theory’ (1995) contends that
anthropology will always— she writes “the point of anthropology is to ‘transcend self-
description’ and incorporate to a language of a ‘higher generality’.” In my field research I
witness on various processes of exclusion, recognition of cultural similarity and constructions
of transitional otherness through which individual subjects are formed. In doing so it is add

another deeper dimension by critically interrogating a more subtle understanding about

constructing ‘the world that is not already produced by the world itself” (Hastrup 1996:78).

My visits to Poland to conduct field research on the revival of Jewish culture in the three
consecutive summers (2006, 2007 and 2008) for about three and a half months altogether
provided many insights into the varied negotiations in the reconstructions of Polish and
Polish-Jewish identities. So while time to gather data was limited | had to hone up networking
while in England, almost serendipitously making the right connections and bridging contacts
in the field. As time in the field was limited while I could gather basic information about the
restoration of synagogues from the Foundation for the preservation of Jewish Heritage in
Poland, my itinerant schedule for gathering life histories and engaging with rituals and
discussions with people prevented the opportunity of getting any legal document for restitution
of Jewish property which 1 also realised was an uncomfortable and tedious process about
which people resisted to talk in detail. But | hope to keep my persistent approach alive with
gathering data of one or two restitution projects and analysing the contexts with ethical

approval of my subjects before I rest the thesis for publication.
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Having read the importance of multi-sited primary data research and data reflexivity, | realised
that both had to be achieved in a concentrated time so the data hungriness and field tension
was constantly lurking in my mind. I conducted fieldwork through semi-structured interviews,
was a participant observer in cultural seminars, religious ceremonies and commemorations
alongside members of orthodox and reformed Jewish communities like Lauder Foundation,
Nozyk Synagogue (Synagoga Nozykow) and Beit Warszawa, as well as liaised with
journalists, academics and my interviewees through organizations like the Borderland
Foundation in Sejny, Jewish Historical Institute and Forum for Dialogue Amongst Nations
(FDMN) in Warsaw, Czilent in Krakow and various Jewish cultural committees working
towards the revival and preservation of minority rights, members of Jewish youth clubs or
forums as well as Jewish property restitution in Poland. Additionally, | gathered data from
census reports and relevant articles from newspapers from Gazeta Wyborcza™ archives in
Warsaw, much of which is the source material for the sections that discuss the historical

background in the chapter three.

In my research, | focus on cultural meaning and approaches to Jewish life-practices that
constitute rights as a result of new and broader political and legal configurations in Poland.
While articulating the poetics of meaning construction and this politics of consent formation,
my field account provokes a deeper assessment of this hybridity and its consequential
assertion of differences through a ‘reflective’ enactment. Through my interviewee verbatims I

examine the revival or renewal of Polish-Jewish identity as a process that is simultaneously

> Founded by Adam Michnik, Gazeta Wyborcza is one of the largest left wing national news dailies in
Poland.www.wyborcza.pl - | am grateful to Anna Solarska from the Department of History, Royal Holloway,
University of London for introducing me to the archivists at the Gazeta Wyborcza office in Warsaw.
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assimilationist and subversive, restrictive and liberating. For example, despite being
progressive many ‘new’ Jews fear or avoid wearing the Kippa in public clarifying Derrida’s
notion of the ‘constitutive outside’ which refers to predominance of the long drawn
perceptions and hence sees identities as relational and ‘irredeemably destabilized from its

. ,16
exterior.’

My initial approach as a field-researcher was to locate sites and organizations (both religious
and non-religious) in Poland where global, national and transnational processes revealed about
the revival of Polish-Jewish identity and culture. I carried out ‘multi-site method’ in this
research — in the cities of Warsaw, Lodz, Krakow, Sejny and Wroclaw in Poland (De Neeve et
al., 2006). While on one hand by multi-site method | mean research carried out in several sites
where | studied approaches to Jewish cultural revival projects and Jewish identity, on the
other, | deliberately sought these diverse perceptions on Polish-Jewish identity to avoid
generalizations of the place and people which as pointed out in the previous chapter Poland
suffers in more ways than one. The aim of the project is to bring the gathered dimensions of
multilocality (different voices in different places) with its, political, legal, cultural and
historical contexts to narrate the making of the Other. As Marcus (1995, 1998, 1999), the main
promulgator of multi-site research has observed, the underlying objectives of the method are
to avoid over-determination, to elicit and pursue unexpected juxtapositions and connections
and to generate innovative problematisations. Thus I took up this method to fully realize as
propounded by Marcus that investigations should begin from a starting point that poses

questions without supplying answers, which leads simultaneously in many directions.

18 Derrida, Jacques “Interpretations at War: Kant, the Jew and the German,” in The Act of Religion Ed. Gil
Anidjar, New York: Routledge 2002
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I. Introductions and interactions

Going into the unknown terrain my first anxiety was one of adequate research data
gathering. | had to be almost religiously disciplined with my networking and follow-up
with my contacts. While in the end | managed to have sufficient time observing,
participant-observing and interviewing, my key concern at the outset was about getting
interviews from different town and cities in Poland and not just be restricted to
responses from Warsaw. Another concern was of language while | had the working-
knowledge of Polish in cities like Warsaw and Krakow — some of my informants from
smaller towns in the North-East of Poland and in Lower Silesian areas had as expected
distinctly different accents, fortunately 1 had help from translators who mitigated this
complexity. Being a practicing linguist 1 am not too keen on getting translated field
data but | had to avail such resource due to time constraints. While | was introduced
into most religious congregations as a participant-researcher interested in Polish-
Jewish studies for easy comprehension of people — all my interviewees whether
religious or non-religious were handed an information sheet, signed consent forms and
gave their contact details (Please see appendices 1, 2 and 3). These forms and
questionnaire were earlier sanction by the research ethics committee of the faculty of

humanities and social sciences at Keele.

Indeed there is a difference of perception to and acceptance of subjects when one
ventures to the field for primary data research as opposed to when one is a ‘live-in
researcher’ (Krishnadas, 2004; 2007). While I did background research of contexts —

the factual experience of knowing the land and people was remarkable. | was deeply
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touched with the attention and welcome | received from some communities. At the
same time my training as a journalist early on in life gave me the zeal to keep on
persisting information from those who gave me a distant and cold shoulder. | dare say,
but | succeeded in most of my endeavours except from few who did not want to
discuss property restitution cases. | received a tough response Foundation for the
preservation of Jewish Heritage in Poland (FODZ) when | enquired about the legal
processes with restoration of derelict synagogues and Jewish cemeteries though I
managed to talk with the FODZ director who insisted these were confidential
information and that they had their ‘own ways of working’. I realised, if I had more
time to spend in the field I could have perhaps liaised and persevered more to get
details but | was constrained with time and funding so each day was crucial in

fostering networking towards primary data-gathering.

ii. How | chose my interviewees

Drawing upon what | mentioned earlier, my primary field-data has a special emphasis on the
rhetoric of the interlocutor. Since the study is about the renewal of the already marked
controversial ‘Other’, I consider the other as the renegotiated interlocutor more than just the
other-as theme.'” The research is based on several dialogic encounters that illustrate how
people negotiate their Jewish identity and the related cultural or political affiliations in

contemporary Poland, an empirical investigation into the quotidian tactics of reliving a revived

' Theunissen, M. The Other: Studies in the Social thought of Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre and Buber, Cambridge,
MA, MIT press, 1984

Drawing from the above mentioned literature on the philosophical intersubjectivity surrounding the relationship
of "I" and "Other" — | engaged with Jewishness as the premised other while gathering interviews from either
cultural or religious Polish-Jews rather than approaching them as a constructed other in the community.
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controversial identity with strained past and continuous shifting boundaries of inclusion-
exclusion through historical, social, political and legal standpoints. Most of my interviewees
talk about their journeys into Judaism or renewing their Jewish identity after learning from
confession of a parent, or deathbed confession of a grandparent or through repressed family
memory. They have all lived their lives as Polish Catholics now coming out Jewish or
renewing their Jewish roots through multi-formed perspectives about re/instating life-practices

and identity.

After completing nights of transcription to make sure the verbatims appear just as they sound
as narrated to me. | mediate between the contexts that | address in my interviews and the
broader thematic templates of this research. Field encounters are always a place of power
struggle as subjects often feel subordinated and “getting judged”. While I have been fortunate
to have debt in the field where people have shared their life stories, but field worries and
anxieties of being accepted in the religious communities were always there. It was difficult to
wade waters in some the orthodox communities especially in Wroclaw. However | accepted

these failed encounters as potential ways to keep the multi-sited ‘data hunt’ going.

I got to know my interviewees while participating in religious events, cultural seminars,
theatre projects and festivals. Though | received a bit of initial reluctance from the orthodox
communities in Warsaw and Wroclaw, however later found people who were kind and willing
to share their life-changing stories.’® 1 also selected my interviewees with the help of NGO

workers, cultural anthropologists at the University of Warsaw and staff at Jewish academic,

18 | sincerely thank Ms. Helise Lieberman, Principal of the Lauder Morasha in Warsaw for helping me bridge
contacts with my interviewees from the orthodox community.
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cultural and political centres as well as from participants in the Jewish festivals in Krakow
who had affiliation to any Jewish organization or community centre with either cultural and/or
religious curiosity. The criteria that | used for each respondent was that they were aged
between 19 and 55 years, knew they had a Jewish lineage, i.e. at least one of their parents were
Jewish, were trying to renew Jewish roots and engaged with some kind of Jewish life-practice
or commemoration and were aware of Polish-Jewish communal politics, were Polish citizens
who have lived in Poland all through their lives or major part of their lives — two to three of

my interviewees just studied abroad for a while but returned back to Poland.

| interviewed twenty-five people who shared their life’s transitions with me, for the purposes
and limitations of the thesis however excerpts from only twelve interviews will be used as
examples. While 1 realize categorizing my interviewees in groups is certainly not the best
thing to do and | tend to avoid that in the thesis for the most part as | examine their verbatim
more in the context rather than classifying them into groups. But only for the logicity of the
primary research method and to give a broad idea of different community and identitarian
ascriptions, | divide my interviewees into Orthodox Jews, Progressive Jews and Jews who are
just ‘culturally curious’ with little or no religious affiliation. An interesting sub-category of the
Progressive Jews is the Polish-Polish-Jews, i.e. the Poles who are non-Jews now converted to

Judaism through the Beth Din.

iii. Nature of interviews

Negotiating a religious identity is difficult because adopting an observant lifestyle entails

living life radically different from that of a secular Jew. For the observant virtually every
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aspect of one’s life is structured through the Halakhah: including methods of praying follow a
form of diet and communal obligations. Again most observant people don’t observe
everything by the book — they add mitzvahs with time. Perhaps the striking difference between
secular and religious life is learning to give over the control of one’s life to the commandment
of God — a concept antithetical to the individualist ideal of secular progressive culture. Thus
when asked the same questions on life practices | got very different responses from my
interviewees who were secular or reformed or unaffiliated and from interviewees who were

orthodox.

| designed a basic interview protocol or information sheet (see appendices) that discussed the
nature of interview questions in both Polish and English and handed it to all interviewees
before each session. While most of my interviews were in English, I took three interviews in
Polish. I used conversational style of interviewing as in my experience both as a journalist and
field-researcher; it encourages people to participate more. Open ended conversational
interviewing generated in a more candid personal narrative and diminished the power or
control of the interview process, which de Certeau relates as ‘formalities of practices’ and
‘modalities of action’ respectively.’® | interviewed most people in a non-formal manner
exchanging social conversation, transcribed the interviews and what | quote is their verbatim.

While qualitative research is about recreating life’s episodes, the dialogue ideally fuses the
researcher and the interlocutor in an intersubjective conversation where each is altered by the
interactions with the other, for instance, at the end of some of the interviews, my interviewees
did ask me why | had chosen Polish-Jewish identity as the subject of my research. While |

had no problem in disclosing my cultural interests which | briefly mentioned in most

9 de Certeau, M. L Invention du quotidien: 1'arts de faire, nouvelle édition, Paris: Gallimard, 1990
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occasions, at times, | felt awkward not for the reason that | always had to justify myself but
more because besides law and culture this project has a cathartic and transcending value in my
life. As a researcher, | find the precepts and cultural practices of a philosophical or spiritual
tradition, very different from where | grew up as a literary and spiritual restorative in life. |
am neither an atheist nor deeply religious but as a researcher like to observe rituals from a
distance. Mostly I am fascinated by linguistic impressions and life experiences from within
different cultural traditions and through this research retain an obsession towards East-Central

European worlds.

The dialectic of identity feeds on the recuperation of shared past experiences between the
researcher and the narrator whereas the dialectic of otherness is maintained by the differences
emerging in the dialogue between the two. The field intersubjectivity is thus established.
Additionally, researching the particular (Abu-Lughod, 1991:149) is concerned with the
explication of the ways in which extralocal events and processes are articulated in society
which in this context highlights the place of the renewed Jew/Jewishness in Polish culture
indeed quite a drift from the absence or imagination of Polish-Jewry in Poland after 1945 thus
besides life-history interviews | also add comments from academics and cultural activists, who
reflected on this cultural re-emergence and the political implications that it holds for Poland.

A deeper understanding of this cultural hybridity is not just a mere summation of differences
whereby eclectic symbolic elements like the Catholic cross, Star of David in religious sense,
or organ recitals and Klezmer cafes socially cohabitate rather hybridity is a dialogical re-
inscription of various codes and discourses in a spatio-temporal zone of signification brought

about by history. (Kraidy, 2002:205) Accordingly in the following chapters I include some of
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my field notes that record various Polish-Jewish communal settings and observations from

watching my interviewees interact in their community.

To seek a balanced reciprocity with my interviewees | tried my best to keep the conversation
floating enough so that there can be enough spontaneity and talking ‘without reservations.’
Obviously | had to gather prior cultural knowledge while probing into their lives. | was
investigating persons, scrutinizing their motivations and actions but tried to sustain a balance
between professional motivations of the discipline or where | was intellectually coming from
and just being a listener — for the most part I let my interviewees speak and | deliberately went
along with want they were saying. Most of my interviews lasted between forty-five minutes to
an hour with the exception of three interviews that lasted for couple of hours. Most interviews
are life histories. |1 keep my claims specific to those | interview; they are all self-reflective
views about their individual journeys to their Jewish roots and ‘coming out’ Jewish, the
interviews investigate further into the recesses of reasons/choice of their cultural or religious
reconversion or reclaim. The conversations have an ethical claim to confidentiality, so while
representing the subjects in my dissertation, some name(s) may be altered and | guarantee

anonymity as requested by the interviewee on the interviewee detail sheet.?’

The linguistic aspect of the interviews whether in silence or in speaking the truth bring about

Katz’s revealing phenomenon®' and readily improve the structure of intent of the hidden data

2 Only three of my interviewees wanted their names changed while sharing their stories, which | have adhered to
and noted as: (name changed) beside their preferred pseudo names. The information sheet, interviewee detail
form and questionnaire were approved by the Ethics committee, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences Keele
University on Tuesday, 24 July, 2007

2! Katz, Jacob On luminous description and causal inference in ethnography, Ethnography, Sage December 2001
vol. 2 no. 4 443-473 [doi: 10.1177/146613801002004001]
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that explain how, the ‘how’ related ‘why’ and ‘in whose interest’ relations of social forms are
involved. Silences especially are a symbolic interpretation of life which often makes
researchers think twice while drawing inferences and observations as it is often a negotiation
or assumption or compromise via semiotic detours.”” The life history questionnaire and
inquired about life-practices and experiences and perceptions about their newly found cultural,
religious and identitarian ascription. Here are a few examples: How did you respond to
knowing that you are Jewish? What made you choose this Jewish way of life? Do you still
practice any aspect of previous faith? If yes, what do you practice/observe? Does your
previous faith have a lasting significance in your life despite your renewed ‘new’ practice? If
no, why did you choose to disengage —how was it difficult or easy? Do you want your siblings
or your next generation to practice Judaism as well and engage with the Jewish community?

(For the entire list of questions see appendix A4.)

My field-research strategy is to conjure up an assessment not of identitarian repression, but
rather an awareness of identity and culture — that people can define themselves by who they
are, by who they are not. In my findings, it often results in multiple ascriptions of their
renewed Polish-Jewish identity, an overlap of their social and individual negotiations or

curiosities to suggest alternative ways of conceptualizing community.

22 Garcia-Canclini, Culturas Hibridas: Estrategias para entrar y salir de la modernidad, 1989, Translated as
Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity, C.Chiappari and S.Lopez, University of
Minnesota Press, 1995
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Chapter 2: What is it to be a Jew?
This book of the law shall not depart out of your mouth; you shall meditate on it day and

night, so that you may be careful to act in accordance with all that is written in it. For then
you shall make your way prosperous, and then you shall be successful. (Joshua 1:8)

Keep these words that | am commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your
children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away, when you lie
down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix them as an emblem on your
forehead and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates. (Deuteronomy
6:6-9)

There shall be one Torah and one law for you. (Numbers 15:16)

As increasing number of Jews in Europe are returning to their roots in search for meaning and
eager to explore their heritage that is embedded in history and with the changing times — it is
meaningful to understand what it means to be ritually, spiritually and culturally Jewish and
indeed what being Jewish in the twenty-first century entails. The chapter intends to offer
deeper insights of Judaism’s heritage and it multiform character as well as attempts to record

the cultural understanding of what it is to be a Jew.

2.1. The Torah: Structure, Vision and Narrative

Central to Judaic thought is the Torah meaning instruction or teaching - it refers to the
collection of rules and regulations that occupies the first five books of the Hebrew Bible. Since
God dictated the Torah to Moses on Mount Sinai fifty days after their exodus from Egyptian
slavery it is also known as the five books of Moses in Hebrew and Torat Moshe meaning the
Law of Moses (Stanley, 2010). The books are: Bresheit (Genesis), Shemot (Exodus), Vayicra
(Leviticus), Bamidbar (Numbers), and Devarim (Deuteronomy). It is the divine covenant
through which God establishes his authority and shows how he wants Jews to live by 613

commandments of which the Ten Commandments are paramount. While the Torah is the first
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section or the first five books of the Jewish bible, Tanakh is more commonly used to describe
the whole of Jewish scriptures. As a term Torah is sometimes used in a more general sense to
incorporate Judaism’s written and oral law. This definition encompasses Jewish scripture in its
entirety including all authoritative Jewish religious teachings throughout history. Alongside
the written law, God also told Moses about the spoken or oral law, which only got codified in
the 2nd Century C.E. This is known as the Torah she b’al pei or literally Torah from the
mouth. The Hebrew letter Pei [5] is the seventeenth letter of the Hebrew alphabet and has a
numerical value of eighty. Amongst many connotation of this numerical value, Jews believe
that it was also Moses’ age when he led them out from slavery in Egypt. The oral law was
passed down orally from generation to generation. It is the information that Jews need to
practise fully alongside the commandments in the written law (Gilman, 1991; Walzer, 2006;

Stanley, 2010).

At the centre of Jewish ethnocentrism lies the understanding of being the chosen people to
whom god spoke as his covenant partners and gave them the endearing concepts of
community. The ethnocentric stories and language recreates and reinforces a special sense of
group identity, support and cohesion. It harbours a long tradition of interpretation of
‘aggadah’ or ethical story telling (Stone, 1993). They exploit the idea of the self-imposed
social boundary of the Jews in lieu of the spatial boundary to retain their identity as a distinct
people. Another part often reiterated in the narratives of the heavily plot driven stories of the
exodus and the Yaweh’s or God’s speaking is that of loyalty. There are numerous
characterisations that offer both positive and negative role models in the stories of the Hebrew
Bible but the foremost portrayal is the need to maintain loyalty to the clan and familial values

that almost needs to be taught from one generation to the next for the group to survive
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(Stanley, 2010). Whether through Abraham or Jacob, Sarah or Hagar, the chief value of these
stories lies in their insistence that Yaweh (God) is always at work in the circumstances of his
people despite the vagaries of human behaviour. Yaweh’s power is indeed transforming and
he controls circumstances including the threats posed by uninhibited events. The covenant is
prescriptive for the community, it is special as it helps distinguishing them from their
neighbours and helps defining the ethno-religious to exercise control over the entire land of

Canaan (Cover, 2006; Stanley, 2010, p. 227-8).

I shall now attempt to summarize some key narratives that will elucidate the larger vision of
the Torah. The narratives of Exodus to Numbers (12:39 — 14:45) records the epic test of
Israelites leaving Egypt and heading for Canaan. All they took with them was the unleavened
bread (flat bread without yeast, the Jewish Passover ceremony records this story in detail) so it
comes as no surprise when the initial joyousness of escape passed they were left with no food
and water in the desert. The second act of the Exodus narrative (19:1-33:6) is of great
importance as the Torah is given at Mount Sinai. As Moses returns to the people with the long
list of laws (Exodus 20:22-23:33), the people agree to implement Yahweh’s laws and engage
in a covenant making ceremony to formalise their ethical, spiritual and religious commitment.
Moses returns to the mountain the second time for forty days and returns with another long list
of additional regulation that records in detail how Yaweh desires to be worshipped (Exodus
25:1-31:18). In the meanwhile when people think that Moses is not coming back and make
Aaron his brother their leader. Aaron fashions a golden statue of a bull calf to represent
Yahweh (Exodus 32:4) God then orders Moses to return back to them to stop them from
violating this honour or he will destroy them. Upon arrival to the valley, Moses sees what is

going on and in anger smashes the stone tablets containing the ten commandments and orders
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his associates the Levites, to go on a killing spree that kills almost three thousand people,
Yahweh confers to Moses a second copy of the ten commandments, along with instructions
for building an elaborate tent or tabernacle with special furnishing where Yahweh will meet
them and order the people to leave the holy mountain to the land of Canaan. The plot line
resurfaces in the book of Numbers which discusses the logistics of moving six hundred
thousand men across the desert (Numbers 1:46; 2:42). Upon hearing complaints on comfort
and food, God turns his wrath on them with bouts of sickness (Numbers 11:33; 12-10; 14:37;
16-46) and sets their camp on fire results in thousands of deaths. Throughout the Exodus story
Moses’ loyalty to Yahweh is underscored. No matter how many tests God put Moses through,
Moses’ conviction remained intact and reasonable. But herein as well Moses does fail God
once in not following his instructions to bring his people water instead claiming he and his
brother Aaron are responsible for gushing it forth from the rock. God’s swiftly acts to
judgement and the ending of the Exodus in rather anticlimactic where Aaron dies, and God
forbids Moses to enter the land of Canaan. Thus Moses has to pass on the baton of leadership
to Joshua, clarifying the rules of inheritance. Moses proceeds to give his people a book length
speech which occupies the entire book of Deuteronomy — Moses issues warnings about the
conquest of Canaan, the dangers of following the social and religious customs of the residents
of Canaan and reminds them of Yahweh’s laws. The Exodus story indicates the narrative
played a crucial role in defining and maintaining a worldview and practices of ancient
Palestine. Beyond people’s relationship with God, celebrating his greatness, the story sets
defining the identity of the people of Israel. Beyond projecting the leadership qualities of
Moses and Joshua, the Torah clearly insists that Yahweh’s people are united by more than a

common set of societal and governmental institutions. Yahweh is their ruler and his laws are
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their sole constitution. Whether expressed by Moses or Yahweh, the laws of the Torah serve
as conduits of justifying societal and institutional practice of ancient Israel and of the Jewish
people. There are rewards for actions recorded in Leviticus (26:1-45) and in various parts of
Deuteronomy (11:13-28; 28:1-68; 29:18-30:10). The central purpose of the Deuteronomistic
narrative was to help the defeated exiles of Judah make sense of suffering and humiliation. In
Deuteronomy’s covenantal theology there’s an interpretative pattern in place which outlines
the need to discern the meaningful traditions of both the oral and written laws. Its audience is
intended for multiple generations to come. From the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings
to post-exilic narratives of Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah, Ruth, Esther, Daniel, Tobit, Jubilees,
Judith and Maccabees all Deuteronomistic theology reflect values and conduct rooted in the
traditional Judaic faith including loyalty to Yahweh and his Covenant, community practices,
devotion to the temple at Jerusalem, self-defence against anti-Jewish violence and obedience

to the laws of the Torah.

The Laws of the Torah contains total of 613 divine commandments out of which 248 positive
and 365 negatives. During Rosh Hashanah (the Jewish New Year) it is symbolised by a whole
pomegranate containing 613 seeds which serves as a reminder to all the mitzvoth’s or
obligations that are to be maintained. From all of the quotes above the chapter, it implies that
the idea of laws of the Torah harbours an element of right, duty and most importantly
obligation. An obligation that imposes itself, affronts, penetrates and grasps the process. In
other words, it does not emerge from mere conversation. Judaism is a legal religion and the
basic word of Judaism is obligation or mitzvah, intrinsically bound up with the myth of Sinai

during the Exodus. Just as the myth of social contract essentially is a myth of autonomy, so is
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the myth of Sinai, essentially a myth of heteronomy.”® Even when the child gains maturity
and becomes the bat or bar mitzvah (literally meaning obligation) according to the Jewish
definition, she/he does not become free or emancipated, but becomes one “who is of the

obligations.”

It is interesting to note that Judaism has evolved through centuries, without a state, and has
been largely exercised upon the adherents of faith imposed by the myth of divine powers and
commandments from the unseen divine author. The scriptural ideals of the Torah, addresses
and commands the way to become a nation of holy/chosen people, and to follow a law whose
paths are described as the ways of peace. Halakhah’s®* approach to truth, language, or legal
interpretation speaks a lot about jurisprudence to duty. Rights in the Halakhic dictum always
co-relates to duties and vice versa. The oral religious law aims to impart the logic that once the
obligation is understood, then clarity of “the right” and social responsibility is well understood

(Stone, 1993).

Beyond community obligation the Torah also embodies the celebration and gratitude from
studying and obeying God’s laws. It has social, ritual and ethical dimensions. The social
dimension is recognised by different Jewish communities to regulate power and hierarchy of
institutions consistently over time (Cover, 2006; Stanley 2010). The ritual dimension
structures the ritual life of communes as well as their ways of public worship and the ethical
dimension govern the propriety of conduct including — sexual morality, personal honesty,

relationship with family members and the wider community, integrity and use of material

2% Cover, Robert M. Obligation: A Jewish jurisprudence of social order. In Judaism: Law, Politics & Morality,
Princeton University Press 2006.
24 Torah law known as Halakhah (literally, “the way”).

58



possessions. The laws of the Torah are heavily invested in righteous conduct and clarifies

what kinds of religious activity (like idolatry, blasphemy etc.) are to be prohibited.

From the viewpoint of Torah rituals, it is important to note that Torah scrolls are taken out
from the Ark (Aron ha kodesh) and portions read in the synagogue usually three times each
week. Small sections are read on Monday and Thursday while the main reading is done on the
morning of Sabbath. In one year the whole scroll is read in sequence which begins from the
end of Sukkot - an autumnal festival. The special portions for the readings or parshioth are
usually three to five chapters in length. There’s a special skill through which the reading has to
be conducted using an ancient tune rather just speech. The scrolls are not directly touched
when unfurled on the Bimah (raised platform in middle of the synagogue). A pointer or Yad
(hand) is used instead — which is in the shape of a hand with an outstretched finger. The
reading or chanting is performed by a person who has been trained in this task or carried out
by the rabbi. Sometimes it is an honour for a congregant to be asked to attend at a reading
during a synagogue service which is also referred to as an Aliyah which is Hebrew for going
up. The completed scroll is known as a Sefer Torah from sefer which is the Hebrew for book.
When Jewish communities have suffered persecution at any given time in history, great efforts

were made to preserve these scrolls.

On a social dimension, the laws of the Torah seek to uphold traditional family values and
contain standard forms of prohibition in civic life (like sins, rape, adultery, assault, killing,
civil disputes etc.) Like in many religions of the world, Ritual purification is given importance
as is dietary practices in life and ritual matters. Most of the ethical dimensions is to train

individuals to become responsible and thoughtful towards the moral principles of the
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community and the laws as observed during minyan studies in my field research have a classic
“if-then” case-law approach to them. While the laws of the Torah may strike as too idealistic
for the 21 century, it is important to note that these are prescriptive visions given to the exilic

people and have arisen out of inter-group conflicts.

Beyond the five book of Moses, the Torah also harbours other parts of the Hebrew bible — the
Mishnah, established written laws around 200 CE and the Tosefta a text that is largely a
compilation of rules from the time the Mishnah was written, which produced two Talmuds —
both serving as commentaries on the Mishnah first one compiled in the land of Israel (450 CE)
and the second one around 600 CE in Babylon, both Talmuds are written in Aramaic (Frank et
al., 2000). Following on the social dimension discussed in the above paragraph, the Mishnah
has six sections relating to agricultural laws, civil laws, laws relating to women, laws of ritual
purity and festivals. The fascinating part of the larger vision of Judaic thought is interpretation
where the epistemic communities guided by religious leadership argues and debates through
the oral concepts of the Torah and open-ended structure of the written Torah (Frank et al.,
2000). The emphasis of engaging with Jewish Law or the Halakhah is indeed replete with
intriguing theoretical narratives — often attempted to relate to minor procedural and legal
issues and interpretations. The Laws of the Torah are more than just laws — they are enriched
and fertile commentaries of faith, reality, dangers, freedoms, rationality, prayer, community,
institutions and action. The Mishnah declares that ‘everything is foreseen, yet freedom of
choice is given’ while volumes (Walzer, 2006; Frank et al. 2000) have been written towards
this end it is important to note that the responsibility for the other is also emphasized on
through justice, self-knowledge and generosity of spirit. And perhaps this concept is

paramount towards understanding the dissertation which is triggered by self-reflection of my
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interviewees who beyond re-establishing and/or claiming their Jewish faiths draw purposeful

duties and obligations with their communes.

2.2. Jewish Rituals: Social and Communal Obligations

As it has been established in the chapter that communal obligation is a core part of Jewish
ritual life. This section will attempt to expand on key obligations of Jewish ritual life. The
factor that bind all Jews — whether culturally or religiously or both ways Jewish, is their
common history and beginnings. Right from birth to death, rituals govern every aspect of
Jewish life. Ritual acts are important and powerful connections (Gilman, 2000) mitzvoth — or
acts of obligation singular mitzvah to be counted in the 613 mitzvoth that involve human
relations with the divine. Blessings in Jewish liturgy have a common based of recitation:
“Blessed art thou, Lord our God, King of the Universe who has been sanctified us with Thy
commandments, and commanded us...”? The end of this phrase depends on the ceremony

9 (13

within which it is being addressed, i.e.: “to circumcise”, “to marry”, “to study Torah” etc.
What makes Jewish rituals special like in any other religion is about the involvement of
participants from the community surrounding the occasion. While discussing all forms of
Jewish rituals in beyond the scope of the thesis, | will attempt to briefly narrate the life-rituals
and key festivities that are important for understanding Jewish cultural and ritual life today.
From the viewpoint of life-rituals I shall mention: Circumcision for male child or Brit Milah,
Joy of the daughter or Simchat Bat, coming of age rituals, wedding and mourning. From the

viewpoint of key festivals relevant to the thesis, I shall narrate: Sabbath, Rosh Hashanah, Yom

Kippur and Pesach.

% As learnt from Rabbi Burt Schuman at Beit Warszawa, July 2007.
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Life Rituals:

Brit Milah or the covenant of circumcision for the male child is the removal of the foreskin
from the penis, which is done on the eighth day as done by Abraham to his son in history.
While it is a required amongst Orthodox and Conservative Jews, for Reformed or
Reconstructionist Jews many have reservations against it. From a Rabbinical point of view,
the Brit is seen to link the child to the Jewish community. As the story goes back to Isaac’s
circumcision by his father Abraham, the brit is a community celebration that links the child to
the everlasting Covenant of Abraham (Gilman 2000). It is the father’s responsibility to
perform the rite, for most cases an experienced surrogate mohel is brought to the task as
prescribed by the Jewish law. The cultural symbolism of this being someday this child will be
a man to pass his Judaism on to another generation thereby linking Jewish past and the Jewish
future. For girls, the father is called to the synagogue on the first Sabbath after birth and a
blessing of health is bestowed on the new-born, songs of welcome sung and gifts are brought
to the mother and child in form of fertility symbols, water, incense and candles to ensure the

continued fertility of the month and the eventual fertility of the new-born (Gilman 2000).

The coming of age bar (for boys) or bat (for girls) mitzvah represents a new stage of religious
and personal development of the child around the age of twelve or thirteen, hence s/he is given
intellectual tools to sustain his/her own development as well as engage with the tradition of the
community. The child has to master a portion of the Torah and recite the portion in front of the
community under the supervision of the rabbi. While all other life-rituals are special events,
both bar and bat mitzvah can be done within the regular synagogue service. The reading is like

an ascent or going up to the community hence as mentioned in the above section about Torah
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scroll reading it is termed as Aliyah. As the child matures s/he is expected to understand the
Jewish ways of the covenant by declaring “I am a Jew — I am a Jew who reads the Torah”

(Gilman 2000). The boy or girl can now participate in minyan studies of the community.

Weddings are a crucial part of Jewish life; the bride and bridegroom meets with the Rabbi
shortly after they become engaged to select a date. While Reformed Jews are more flexible
with dates, for Conservative and Orthodox communities weddings cannot be conducted on the
Sabbath (sundown Friday to sundown Saturday) and other holidays (Rosh Hashanah, Yom
Kippur, Pesach, Shavuot, and Sukkoth); the three weeks between the seventeenth of the
Hebrew month of the Tamuz and the ninth of the Hebrew month of Av, which generally falls
in July and/or August and commemorate the destruction of the Temple; the Omer period
(between Passover and Shavuot), seven weeks that usually fall in April and May (Gilman
2000; Silberstein, 1994). Also weddings are forbidden during a period of mourning of a
member of the immediate family (parent, child, sibling or spouse), for at least thirty days

following the burial (Mayer and Gelb 2002).

The Jewish wedding is considered a personal Yom Kippur, a day of repentance and
forgiveness of the couple. The practice of wearing white is for spiritual pureness as it the ritual
bath for the bride called mikvah, to cleanse herself and be prepared for her new life. The
marriage document, called a Ketubah (the marriage deed), is written in Hebrew or Aramaic,
which outlines the bridegroom's responsibility for and to the bride. It is signed by the
bridegroom and two witnesses. Since the mid-twentieth century, the Ketubah has included a

parallel declaration of commitment made by the bride and groom, followed by a joint
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affirmation of the couples connection to God, Torah, mitzvoth, and to the Jewish people

(Gilman 2000).

After the Ketubah is signed, the Rabbi and the two fathers lead a procession of the bridegroom
and male guests into the bride’s chamber for the badekan (veiling) ceremony. This ritual is
inspired from the biblical story of Jacob, who worked for seven years to marry Rachel, only to
discover her father had substituted the older, blind Leah, under heavy veiling. Bridegrooms
come to look at their bride before the ceremony and actually place the face veil over her. Once

the bride is veiled, the ceremony is ready to begin.

The wedding takes place in a chuppah or an open tent (a white canopy cloth with four poles)
symbolically facing Jerusalem establishes a house in public to represent that their lives will be
spent together. The chuppah is considered a man’s domain, and the woman enters and in
Talmudic principle acquired by the man. The bride comes down the aisle next, escorted by her
parents. When her parents are in their places, the bride takes three steps on her own,
symbolising her decision to enter the marriage, and the bridegroom comes to escort her under
the chuppah. The bridegroom turns as he joins her, so she is on his right. During the
ceremony, in Hebrew and English, the Rabbi reads the Ketubah and the couple drinks wine.
Only one ring, given to the bride by the groom, is required by Jewish law but today most
Jewish wedding have two rings. This ring represents the wholeness achieved through marriage
and a hope for an unbroken union, it is often engraved inside. In most ceremonies, the
bridegroom repeats a Hebrew vow after the Rabbi, with the giving of the ring. The bridegroom
would declare, “Behold, thou art consecrated to me with this ring, according to the Law of

Moses and Israel” (Gilman, 2000).
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At the conclusion of the ceremony, the Rabbi asks the best man to place a wine glass, wrapped
in a white cloth or in a special bag the couple provides, under the bridegroom’s right foot. The
bridegroom will break it, symbolizing: the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, and that
even in the midst of the happy occasion we should not forget how fragile life is. After the
glass is broken, the guests shout congratulations or “Mazel Tov”, clap their hands, embrace
and sing as the couple departs. The bride and bridegroom will kiss immediately after being
declared “man and wife” and then spend sometime in the Yichud — a brief seclusion where the
couple can spend a few moments together before joining their guests. The wedding ends with
traditional dance of the Hora followed by cup of blessing. In the Jewish tradition, a wedding
meal is to be prepared Kosher style, in accordance to the laws of the Torah, means no mixing

of meat and dairy, no pork or shellfish (Gilman, 2000).

When bereavement comes upon a family, the body is prepared for burial by washing it head to
foot by members of a burial society. The corpse id dressed in cotton and the shroud or
tachrichim is put. In addition for a man a tallit or a prayer shawl is also wrapped. While in
Europe a pine casket is usually used, in Israel shrouded bodies are put directly in the ground.
Burial happens on the day of the death, however if a person dies on a Friday burial has to wait
until Sunday. Besides the official mourners seven relations of the deceased engage in
ceremonial prayer or Kaddish is said followed by Psalm 144 (Lord is my shepherd). Funerals
are normally held by the graveside or the synagogue. Immediate relatives shovel the earth onto
the casket, as the finality of death (Mayer and Gelb, 2002). The weeklong mourning is called
Shiva (Gilman 2000). The mourners wash their hands to symbolise completion of the burial,
the mourners are reminded life must go on and given eggs symbolising circle of life as a part

of seudat hava’rah (Greenspahn, 2008; Gilman 2000).

65



Key Jewish festivals and their obligations

Following on the key life rituals, I shall briefly sketch the key Jewish festivities as stated

earlier in the section.

The best known of Jewish holiday observance is Sabbath — it is both a vacation as well as a
celebration of regular part of religious life. It starts on a Friday night with candles, blessing on
the challah or the bread, members of the family gather around for a warm family meal. It is a
celebration of cleansing and renewal, it also symbolises creation and is the only Holy day in
the Ten Commandments — “Six days you shall labour and do all your work. But the seventh
day is Sabbath to the Lord our God” (Exodus 20:9) . The community gathers together in
Sabbath evening where the Rabbi and additional readers lead the service. Amongst many
others, songs like Lecha Dodi, Shema Yisrael, Shabbat Shalom are sung. After prayers are
offered and passages from the Torah are shared, Sabbath ends with by lighting candles, saying
blessing on wine and bread or the challah. Following the service those wishing to go home
leave, those wishing to stay back have Sabbath dinner together with the rest of the
congregation. The next day morning a quorum of ten to twelve congregants gather for
discussing an aspect of the Talmud and they debate and discuss the clauses with the Rabbis
moderation followed sometimes by a lunch. No religious Jew works on Sabbath. There are
thirty-nine activities forbidden on Sabbath by the Talmud including planting, cooking and

baking so most kosher food arrangements has to be done earlier on (Greenspahn, 2008).

Celebrated during the month of Tishrei, Head of the year or Rosh Hashanah, is the Jewish
New Year which bring opportunities of personal renewal in Judaism. It is a time when God

reviews the good and bad deed in lives of men and women so it is also a time for

66



contemplating obligations or mitzvots, it is ritually celebrated with apples and honey for a
sweet year ahead but is also a time when people review what they need to improve in life and
in ritual observance. Rosh Hashanah is celebrated ten days before Yom Kippur, together they
are known as the Yamim Nora’im meaning Day of Awe in Hebrew. As Gilman (2000, p.109)
notes: “On Rosh Hashanah God inscribes,” according to the prayers. “And on the fast of Yom
Kippur, God seals”. So it is largely a time for renewal and reconciliation goes on till the day of
atonement of Yom Kippur. During the ten day fast the and repentance or teshuvah. Jews are
encouraged to make amends with anyone they have wronged and to make plans for improving
during the coming year. In this way, Rosh HaShanah is all about making peace in the
community and striving to be a better person. Rosh HaShanah service usually runs from early
morning until the afternoon and is so unique that it has its own prayer book called the
Makhzor. The customary greeting for the New Year is L 'Shanah Tovah or “May you have a
good year”. The Shofar or the horn is blown one hundred times during each of the two days of
Rosh Hashanah. Tashlich literally meaning casting off is an and involves symbolically
casting off the sins of the previous year by tossing pieces of bread or another food into a body
of flowing water. On the second night of Rosh HaShanah it is customary to eat a fruit and

pomegranates symbolizing 613 seeds — one for each of the 613 mitzvot is eaten.

Yom Kippur falls ten days after Rosh Hashanah on the 10th of Tishrei, which is a Hebrew
month that correlates with September-October on the secular calendar. The purpose of Yom
Kippur is to bring about reconciliation between people and between individuals and God.
According to Jewish tradition, it is also the day when God decides the fate of each human
being. It is serious and intense day — there are three essential obligations on Yom Kippur:

Teshuvah (Repentance), prayers and marked by twenty five hours of fasting (Gilman 2000).

67



Synagogues hold longest synagogue service from morning to nightfall with Kol Nidre (All
Vows) sung. The words of this melody ask God to forgive any vows people have made to God
and not kept. The prayer Al Khet is repeated throughout the service asking for forgiveness for
a variety of sins that may have been committed during the year. The last part of the service
Ne’ilah (Shutting) when Jews pray intensely, hoping to be admitted to God’s presence before
the gates have been shut. Torah specifically commands Jews to observe these rituals as

Leviticus 23:27 describes it as “afflicting your souls”.

Pesach or Passover, is one of the best known Jewish holidays, as much for its connection to
Jewish redemption and the figure of Moses as for its ties with Christian history. Passover
begins on the 15th day of the Jewish month of Nissan and agriculturally, it represents the
beginning of the harvest season in Israel. The primary observances of Passover are related to
the Exodus from Egypt after 400 years of slavery as told in the biblical Book of Exodus (1-
15). Passover lasts for seven days (eight days outside of Israel). The name “Passover” is
derived from the Hebrew word Pesach which is based on the root “passover” and refers to the
fact that God “passed over” the houses of the Jews when he was slaying the firstborn of Egypt
during the last of the ten plagues. Passover is also widely referred to as Chag he-Aviv or the
Spring Festival, Chag ha-Matzoth or the Festival of Matzahs, and Zeman Herutenu or Time
of Our Freedom. On the first night of Passover, Jews have a special family meal filled with
rituals called the Seder, Hebrew word meaning order. The Seder has specific set of tasks that
must be completed and information that must be covered in a specific order. To correctly
follow the process, the text of the Passover Seder is written in a book called the Haggadah in

which all ritualistic fourteen processes have to be followed (Greenspahn, 2008; Gilman 2000).

68



2.3. Ways of Being Jewish

Whether it is the language of identity or the social standing of being Jewish, religious
contestation related to Jewish communities and political relevance of autonomy are inevitable
questions that pervade Jewish life. As Silberstein (1994, p. 1) notes in his introduction to the
volume on The Others in Jewish thought and History that a Jew loves his people, his
literatures and writings, his cultural heritage and yearns for its renewal but at the same time
remains a free thinker in the fullest sense of the term. While this is certainly true for secular
Jews more than religious Jews, even the latter have interesting ways of being Jewish.
Jewishness, whether religious or secular is always performative and there are many ways of
contestation that affects the Jewish identity discourse (Silberstein, 1994). A person may self-
identify as a Jew ethnically but have little Jewish cultural identification. In this section, I shall

further elaborate on the fundamental ways of being Jewish, but perhaps not always religiously.

Cultural identification refers to sharing the values, traditions, and attitudes of a particular
group (Friedlander et al., 2005). Phinney’s (1990, p. 499) review of research on ethnic identity
notes that “identity is central to the psychological functioning of members of ethnic and racial
minority groups, but research on the topic is fragmentary and inconclusive.” Most studies of
ethnic identity draw on “social identity theory, as presented by social psychologists;
acculturation and culture conflict, as studied by social psychologists, sociologists, or
anthropologists; and identity formation, drawn from psychoanalytic views and from
developmental and counselling psychology” (p. 501). Phinney found that the main
components of ethnic identity addressed in the literature included self-identification, sense of

belonging, attitudes (positive and negative) towards one’s group, and ethnic involvement
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(which may include language, friends, religious practice, area of residence, and political
activity). The basic analysis of a Jewish identity as Herman (1989, p. 39) points out is
determined by the nature of the individual’s relationship to the Jewish group as a member as
well as the individual’s perception of the attributes of the Jewish group, in terms of how he
feels for the group, whether their norms are adopted by the individual as a source of cultural
reference. While it is easier to align ethnic identity in terms of belonging to a specific group,
culturally the alignment with the Jewish group needs a sense of shared mental, spiritual
agreement, also given obligations play a huge part in the Jewish ritual life, it is important that
the individual shares a sense of mutual responsibility with the larger congregation or cultural
group. Bauman (2008) suggests that the tension between Jewish identity and assimilation
pressures gives rise to an “unprecedented cultural creativity and spiritual discovery” (Bauman,
2008, p. 4) which helped pioneer postmodern thought on national, individual, and ethnic

identity.

In addition to the sense of discovery is the sense of responsibility, unity, interdependence and
conformity (Herman, 1989, p.43). With societies becoming increasingly emancipated
particularly in Europe and US and to some extent in Israel, the consequent socialisation of
Jews is differently accelerated politically, socially, religiously and culturally. Gitelman,
Kosmin, and Kovéacs (2003, p. 342) distinguish between Jewish consciousness (strength of
affiliation) and Jewish meaning (how Jews understand Jewishness). Conscious identification
as a Jew and the meanings associated with Jewish identity simultaneously encompass issues of
religion, nationality, culture, history, economics, demographics, psychology, theology, and

sociology.
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Herman (1989) conducted a pivotal study of Jewish identity as a dynamic, multi-faceted
phenomenon to be studied comparatively and in the context of the majority cultures in which
Jews live. Herman delineates the elements of Jewish identity and expressions of contemporary
Jewish identity, particularly in reference to the Shoah, Zionism, and Israel. He considers
differences in identification and identity between Israeli and Diaspora (particularly American)
Jews, as well as between Diaspora Jews who have and have not visited Israel. He looks at
stability and changes in expressions of Jewish identity over the course of several decades. The
cognitive element is addressed through a list of components of identity, by which the survey
population may define themselves as Jewish according to various aspects [birth, culture,
education, religion, reaction to anti-Semitism, etc.]. “Culture” forms the center of this
typology of cognitive components of identity. It is surrounded by historical, psychological,
institutional, and biological regions. This typology also represents the dichotomy of situational
versus primordial aspects of Jewish identity (Cohen, 2010). The affective realm is addressed
through an evolving list of symbols of Jewish identity, designed to invoke a wide range of
feelings about Judaism (for example, Jerusalem, Auschwitz, Shabbat candles). Symbols
representing the struggle and triumph of the weak over the strong, particularly the Biblical
story of David and Goliath, form the core of such an affective typology of Jewish identity.
Surrounding this core are an array of symbols related to religion, family, Israel, the Shoah,

justice, and Jewish contribution to world culture (Cohen, 2010).

Beyond looking at Orthodox, Conservative, Reformed, Reconstructionist Jewish identities
which classify different movements and approaches towards practicing Judaism and being
Jewish; or indeed the authenticity question — whether either parents are Jewish or just only the

mother or the father (as the former makes it proper Jewish to orthodox eyes than the latter), in
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the context of my research | intend to map components to being Jewish differently since it is
more relevant to the identities | experienced in the field. In this section, | intend to discuss
ways of being Jewish which depends on: Religious and National Movements, Salience and
Centrality of group membership, Interaction with sub-identities and Mutual Responsibility to

geographical locations.

Religious and National Movements: There is a strong interplay of religion and culture when
it comes to observant Jews as their cultural affiliations, rituals and customs are often
enmeshed to feeling close to both political and ethnic groupings. But in addition to this there is
strong blend of religious and national elements that impact of identity ascription as witnessed
in Poland. While heterogeneity, cultural blending, and continuous change make it difficult to
know the extent to which people actually identify with the groups with which they associate,
the essential aspect of the enduring self, as well as the individual’s experience as a member of
the minority group in question can well be based upon the political changes in a country and
the emancipation that comes with being a part of the community as opposed to feeling
marginalised or fearing the experience of discrimination (Herman 1989). A secular
Jewishness may well have limitations to the religiously observant but their identification and
differences remain autonomous and environment sensitive. Also as the historical experiences
with Jews and their neighbours minimise people become more willing to associate with Jewish
values regardless of whether it is an orthodox or reformed sense of being Jewish. In my field
research | have found Jewish identification stronger than in the family of origin where an
individual (my interviewee - Piotr 2007 represents this position) reported feeling isolated in
the family yet was delighted to nurture the Jewish identification with the community. Sooner

society becomes democratic, and the religious entity is able to identify local community with
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co-religionists the ways of being Jewish becomes participatory. Religious movements since
1989 in Poland has brought a chance of dialogue and self-reflective which is crucial to
opening up repressed notions of identity with a greater concern for “fellow Jews” (Wettstein,

2002).

Salience and centrality of group membership whether orthodox, chabad or reformed or
secular (non-religious) plays an important part since the personal and intimate dialogues are
interplayed, giving the individual a greater opportunity for political self-determination and
autonomous cosmopolitan choice of being who they want to be. Certain behaviour settings
like the synagogue or a Jewish communal library or Jewish schools (like the Lauder Morasha
in Warsaw) or pastoral talks with congregational leaders will bring to the fore an immediacy
of interest which may serve in furnishing a durable interest of Jewish identity — whether
orthodox or reformed or just culturally inclined. The centrality of group dynamics and group
activities can also affect the way Jewishness is sought (Herman 1989), as it offers a protective
self-definition including obligations to ritual actions. One of my interviewee (Kasa
interviewed in 2007) spoke of a significant mentor, who inspired her to explore Judaism
through Jewish texts where the sense of alignment came from the centrality of the narrative

irrespective of ideology.

Interaction with sub-identities: Sometimes the spouse’s identity as Jewish (irrespective of
observant or merely cultural) plays an interesting role in being, thinking and feeling Jewish.
As established in the earlier sections of the chapter living Jewish values has an interesting
impact on the traditional values of family and its customs therefore being distinctive in

maintaining family life while maintaining good obligations towards the community by
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following mitzvots or obligations trigger the need for being Jewish. While religious Jews
would opine that conforming to customs and rituals make them Jewish, the newly Jewish
converts beyond yearning for the Torah engages much more with the daily ways of cultural
identification. When interacting with sub-identities there forms an overlap with regions and
with a person’s life-space thus the individual’s consciousness moves towards a balance of
overlap and compatibility. This perceived overlap is greatest between Israeli and other Jewish
identities (Wettstein et. al., 2002). Also, another overlap in my field study has been the rather
personal ways of knowing life accounts -- ironically Polish-Catholic confessional character of
“coming out” as Jewish, where many of my interviewees got to understand their roots through
death-bed confessions of parents and grandparents as well as confessions through letters. As
Rabbi Tanya Segal comments in her interview (Dasgupta, 2008), “acknowledging identity as
Jewish is really a complicated matter. In real life many Polish-Jewish stories blur the
boundary between truth and deception, and some stories have no ending. Dialogues and
reflections help identities come out in an increasingly secular, sometimes reformed and but

mostly in a non-essentialist way.”

Last but not the least, is the sense of mutual responsibility to geographical locations to the
state that their Jewish identity is based and their feeling towards Israel. The sense of being in
the diaspora gives an aspiring feeling of peoplehood (Gosia interview, 2007; Wettstein et al.,
2002). There is marked valued distinctiveness with the land of Israel so whether Polish or
American or German, the capacity to preserve and able to understand multiple locational
Jewishness alongside the contribution of transnational community networks make the idea of
assimilation appealing. Also, the Hebrew language plays a very important role in the daily

grasp of identitarian expression; it reflects on people’s mind, the increased amount of birth-
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right programmes between Europe and Israel as well as America and lIsrael facilitates the
acceptance. It may well be a secular ascription but on return from the birth right programme
many young Jews of Europe are learning Hebrew and increasing engaging with “the
wholeness” (Boyarin 1993) of being Jewish. This is not to say that cultural differences do not
form impediments, certainly Israeli culture is different from Polish or American culture bit
nonetheless the ability to reinforce compatibility makes the Jewish identification perhaps an
interesting variation that the younger generation of Jews in Europe are being increasingly open
about (Gebert, 2008). Jews in today's Europe are ‘voluntary’ Jews: they are no longer
anywhere defined by the state or officially constrained in any way. Jews are free to stop being
Jews, to emigrate and, most importantly, to define their Jewishness in whatever terms they
like. Jewishness has ceased to be something shaped by the state and has become an integral
component of European civil society. Today’s Jews must have the courage to identify
themselves with civil society, to loosen their anachronistic ties to the state and to encourage
greater flexibility in the definition of who is or is not a Jew. They are coming to terms with
looking beyond the Holocaust and beginning to regard themselves as a vibrant force engaged

in the on-going creation of their country’s cultural identity.

2.4. Study of Jewish Identity in Post-Holocaust Europe

Historically, there has always been of two categories when it addressed Jews and Judaism.
Sociologists, historians and anthropologists have often shown a keen interest in the Jewishness
of their intellectual ancestors even as they have remained cautiously ambivalent towards the
study of Judaism (Boyarin 1993, Bellamy: 1997, Bergman: 2000). Synagogues became

starting points for studying the social dimension of Jewish identity construction and post-
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Holocaust discourse, rather than static containers of textually predetermined ritual practice.
The late 1980s also brought about a new critical engagement with questions of Jewishness and
power (Biale, 1986; Bauman, 1989). Social scientists began to deconstruct Ashkenazi, Zionist
and Jewish hegemonies consisting of the dominant patterns of Jewish life-practice, to question
how these specific perspectives frame broader theoretical concerns (Dominguez, 1989;
Webber, 1992). Even more importantly, claims to the historicity and authenticity of Jewish
practice began to be theorized as situated arguments made meaningful implications in social
context-cultural discourses (Boyarin, 1996), By the early 1990s, even the boundary between
the Jewishness entered the discourse of sociological contestation (Orloye 1997). Within the
framework of general themes, several texts have emerged more recently as key reference
points for a new sub-discipline. Boyarin’s reflexive essay on anthropology, modernity and
Jewish contingency “Waiting for A Jew” (1986), reissued in his collection Thinking in Jewish
(1996), has come to stand above all other works as the iconic starting point for general
theoretical considerations of Jewish community. In his book he explores the ways in which a
Jewish - or, more particularly, Yiddish - idiom complicates the question of identity ranging
from explorations of a Lower East Side synagogue to Fichte’s and Derrida’s contrasting

notions of the relation between the Jews and the idea of Europe.

Bauman’s Modernity and Holocaust (1989) presents an important sociological analysis where
ideas from anti-Semitism to violence, racisms to dislocations, extermination to civilizing
processes are discussed in great detail through the singular event. Authors like Gilman (1991;
1994) relate the revival of Jewish literature and identity in Germany, in particular assesses the
identity of Jewish and Yiddish writers in Germany — how their writers produce an imagined

difference and Geller (2005) vividly records German Jewish life under Soviet Occupation as
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well as look into the questions of political differences and Holocaust reparations to Israel. He
also vividly records organised Jewish life in Germany and their ties to political leaders. As
does Kolinsky (2004) sharing stories of survivors who chose to stay on in Germany depending
on military and Jewish aid agencies, trying to rebuild German-Jewish lives filled with

unexpected challenges, ambiguous regulations and conflicts.

More recent works on Jewish identity by Stratton, 2000; Benbassa and Attias, 2004; Lambert,
2008; Gudonis, 2001; Gruber, 2002 open further dialogues of the transformation of Jewish
identity from beyond religious enclaves and Holocaust memory from exile to the celebration
of life. 1 was particularly struck the Benbassa’s (2004:48-9) historical engagement with
Marranos and their complex crypto Jewishness which bear strong semblance with some of my
interviewees. Marranos were descendants of converts to Christianity, who led good Christian
lives outwardly while in secret continued Judaic practices and held an important place in
Spanish society. Drawing upon Benbassa’s account Marranos were converted en masse in
1497 and founded a new religion — Marranism, which constituted practices from Judaism and
elements from the Christian tradition. My field-study with Poland’s Marranos (Gebert, 2008) —
the renewed Polish Jews, holds Jewish identity in a similar heteropraxis. | saw two features of
the politics of identity in my travels and field-work in the Polish-nation, one that is historically
multicultural and another multi-confessional in character. |1 deduce that both serve as
conscious links between the transitional history of Poland and Poland as part of Europe; both
of the ‘feelings’ are essentially rights based and underscore the idea of recognition through
dispersed geographical locations and multiple institutional sites. Through field strategies I
present an account of a shifting politics of identity — on how individuals position themselves to

mutable ethnic and religious discourses, as well as the contestations within their self in history
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enabling them to construct identifications. Jewishness corroborates an understanding of
adversity and socio-cultural reformation which reinforces the essence of my research as | bear
witness to culturally self-affirming lives and autonomous understanding of the Polish-Jewish
existence. As Jonathan Webber (as cited in Gruber, 2002:239) comments: “Representation is a
moving target. Jewish culture is undergoing such changes that to pin it down to one

representation is an illusion.”

2.5. Concluding Remarks

The chapter engaged with the religious and cultural essence of Judaism as well as of being
Jewish. | narrated the key narratives of the Torah and its religious implications. While
explaining community obligations, | engaged with the social, political and cultural dimensions
of Jewish cultural practices, within which | analysed the routes of membership in Orthodox
and Reformed communities. | narrated the ways of being Jewish as experienced in the field
and finally I provided an account of studying Jewishness in Europe post-1945, all of which has
relevant links to my dissertation in terms of an assorted narrative of accommodating Europe’s

internal others.
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Chapter 3: Poland’s National History: A Jewish Lens

“The ambivalent identifications of love and hate occupy the same psychic space; and paranoid
projections ‘outwards’ return to haunt and split the place from which they are made.”

- Homi Bhabha, “DissemiNation: Time, Narrative, and the Margins of the Modern Nation.” Nation
and Narration

“In the Polish tradition, the historical image has proved far more convincing that the historical
fact.” — Norman Davies, God’s Playground: A History of Poland

While recording the historical narrative of the project, | got acquainted with two core
dilemmas of Polish-Jewish cultural experience: kindredization and alienation (Hertz,
1988). Of course it can be argued that these two are intrinsic truths of any migratory
experience. Kindred is someone who belongs within a cultural value system or within one
of the elements of the system and alien is one who does not belong, both understandings
are subjective reception of relations and an outcome of observation, socio-historically
conditioned. | wish to emphasise on this concept while narrating the historical framework.
In this chapter | provide an account of Jewish history in Poland, to establish a chronology

of the major events relevant for my thesis.

3.1. Jewish past in Polish National History

Jewish history of Poland is generally not discussed in mainstream accounts of Polish
national history. This is triggered through historical prejudices against the ‘others’.
Though the scope of the thesis is after 1945, | wish to draw upon some salient facts from
the past centuries that will further clarify the non-mainstream accounts of history. From
Salo Baron to Rafael Scharf, from Norman Davies to Antony Polonsky, - all historians of
Polish and Polish-Jewish history have tackled discussions on understanding the numbers

or at least giving a demographic account of Jewish presence irrespective of the historical
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period they addressed. This is an interesting commonality which highlights difference and
makes minority-majority relationships obvious. A key idea that Davies (2005, p.8-9) puts
forth is that Polish nationalism and national consciousness in the Polish republic in history
has always been one in which ‘Poles’ have had full importance to cultural, political and
civil rights, there could have masses speaking Polish but these rights were reserved for
only a few privileged bourgeoisie. “In extreme cases instances, as in the case of a
seventeenth century cleric, a man might describe himself as canonicus cracoviensis,
natione Polonus, gente Ruthenus, origins Judaeus — ‘a Canon of Cracow, a member of the
Polish nation, of the Ruthenian people, of Jewish origin’” Davies (2005, p.9). After the
destruction of the republic the word ‘Pole” began to be used differently - it became more
cautious and conscious of itself than to peoples from the former republic who also now
began developing their own national identities as Jews, Ukrainians, Germans, and
Lithuanians. While Polish literature of Pitsudski and Mickiewicz refers to a Pole who is
Lithuanian at the same time, eventually Polishness became a reserved quality exclusive for
Polish speakers and even more specifically for Polish Catholics. Thus the position of being
a Pole was an impact of nationalism. Whereas a Jew in Polish literature is depicted
differently for example Janikel the Jew in Mickiewicz’s Pan Tadeusz plays a moral,
political and even military role. The character reconciles those who are at odds and is the
link to the various elements of the world depicted in the verses. He is respected by both the
followers of Solipca and those of the count. He is Robak’s confidential agent; a political
and military emissary who at the same time never ceases to be a Jew. He is a podrabinek
(an assistant to a rabbi), follows Jewish faith and customs and performs the traditional

economic activity of Jews in Poland — he is an innkeeper. Janikel is a Jew but he has the
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“reputation of a good Pole”; he is a patriot, devoted to the Polish cause. Mickiewicz
creates in Janikel a culture generating functions especially musical ones that are dispersed
throughout Lithuania and again it is because of him mazurkas and the kolomyjkas have
common property. What comes out of the whole fusion of Janikel is the culture creating
roles of Polish-Jews whose difference is contained kindredness that encompasses a variety
of attitudes and relationships — a theme that follows among many Polish writers when
reflecting about Polish-Jews and Yiddish culture in general. Janikel in Polish literature is
represents a hybrid character knowledge who has containment in being a Pole as much as a
Jew. Jews are agents of cultural change in society who have crossed frontiers and borders
both willingly and/or by force with immense optimism to renew their lives while inspiring
awe — both positively, negatively and otherwise as well as enriching the life of places they

come to live or pass-by.

Since 1864 Polish nationalism tightened whereas the others within remain unchanged.
While Jewish residence in Poland was permanent and they had rights and privileges and
were protected by the crown, they were largely seen by the Poles as exiled sons of Israel
who think their exile has ended. (Polonsky et al, 1993). Tazbir (in Polonsky et al, 1993)
writes about Jewish images in the Polish commonwealth which were that of a heretic who
had lost contact with God, who maintained relations with Tartars, Gypsies in Polish-
Lithuania, whose side-locks were akin to the Devil and who was a blasphemer denying
Christ. While Jews being privileged by the crown acted as intermediaries in the feudal
exploitation of the Polish peasant in the 17" through to the 18" centuries, pogroms

happened which killed almost a hundred thousand people, the two landmark events
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Chmielnicki’s Revolt (1648) and the Massacre of Human (1768) haunt most of Polish-
Jewish pre-partition history. The idea of Jewish deaths by Cossak knife came to be a
celebration and their expulsion from Poland important for the keeping the country cleansed
from the hands of the murderers of Christ. These anti-Semitic sentiments also led to
another solution, although Jews were perceived to be very different, if they stayed on in
Poland the Polish-Catholics hoped that they would be absorbed into society by conversion
(Polonsky et al., 1990). During the latter half of the 17" century Jewish position in Poland
was torn between two extremes. Polish society supported Jews’ communal institutions,
tolerated their cultural difference and offered opportunities for economic success and in
return Jews resigned to domination by the Poles and became by and large defined within
the roles that the majority conferred them. Davies (2005) as well as Polonsky et al., (1993)
interestingly observe till 1795 when the third and the last of three partitions of Poland
ended the existence of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, that Jewish accommodation
of political status in Poland combined a moderation of practical experience but also an
imaginative interpretation of reality in the hope that they would again enjoy the same
privileges since they had faith in their superiority whereas Poles threatened by this position
maintained a very distant relation and clearly wanted a change of power. Towards the
eighteenth century Polish attitudes to Jews evolved as fiscal burdens grew and peasant
attitudes to Jews had to be moderated by various figures in the Polish society (Goldberg in
Polonsky et al., 1993). Jews were projected as corrupters of money and clergy started
portraying the Jews in an adverse light. As Goldberg (1993:58-9) notes: “Jacek Jezierski,
the Castellan of Lukow and other Polish reformers of the Age of Enlightenment headed by

KoMataj, were still incapable of preventing the growing conflict of interests between
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peasants and Jews....at the same time Kolataj in his Political Right of the Polish Nation
wrote that “the human rights of Jews are to be respected no less that the rights of any other
human beings.” After the establishment of the Second Republic of Poland in 1918, it is
important to note that Jews of Poland were ostensibly protected by minority clauses in the
Treaty of Versailles, which guaranteed equal political, legal and civil rights as well as
control over educational systems but in practice these provisions were not enforced

(Wolak, 2004:54).

Steinlauf (in Polonsky et al, 1993, pp. 332-348) narrates a crucial account of the history of
the Polish-Jewish press in the pre-war twentieth century and how it impacted on Polish-
Jewish relations as well as on the Zionist movement. Poland’s oldest but short-lived
Jewish press, Dostrzegacz Nadwislanski (1823-24), and the much longer continued daily
Izraelita (1866-1913) bore an assimilationist ideology on one hand and on the other hand
contained strong Yiddishism which yielded into separatism of national consciousness and
a yearning for Zion. Another short-lived bilingual newspaper Przeglgd Codzienny (1913-
14) published in Polish and Yiddish also helped elect a Jewish candidate by the Polish
Coalition (Steinlauf in Polonsky et al, 1993, pp. 332-348). While most newspapers in
Polish wanted a Polish Poland which was ‘judenrein’ [free of jews] bilingualism in the
Polish-Jewish press was perceived as an act of national self-defense — the objective was to
justify the Jewish experience rather than put Polish-Jewishness in exclusion. Steinlauf
(1993:336) gives details of Krakow daily, Nowy Dziennik founded as a protest of a murder
of a Jew by Polish hooligans. Steinlauf (1993:347) comments that the Polish-Jewish pre-

war press represented a cultural ‘polysystem’ that acted as a response to multiple political
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ideologies (Bundist, Zionist, Folkist and Communist). Commenting on the ethnic diversity
of Poland in the twentieth century, Davies (1993) writes how pre-war Poland had no
sympathy for ethno-nationalism and while the Bund was actively nationalist in the cultural
sphere, with Polish socialists its vision was to create a multinational Poland where each
ethnic community would be able to preserve its identity but live with its neighbours in
harmony. However this was not to be as events after the Holocaust, Polish society was
completely transformed followed by another anti-Semitic violence in July 1946 in Kielce
which furthered Polish-Jewish disengagement. Poland did eventually achieve being Polish
with the expulsion or forcible deportation of Germans (to Germany or US) and Ukrainians

(to USSR) from 1945 till 1947.

Poland had has a troubled post-war history, and in the context there has been a
generational divide in being Polish in the first place then of course to being Polish-Jewish.
The communist power since 1945-53 was more a fagade of Stalin’s power, followed by
de-Stalinisation between 1953-64 under Nikita Sergeevich Khrushchev and 1964-85
referred to the age of stagnation, under Leonid II’ich Brezhnev.?® While Poland belonged
to Soviet side of the Iron Curtain, it was also a part of the satellites of the Soviet Union in
East Europe, however it internally struggled to be distinct from the Soviet Union following
Khrushchev’s the policy of “Different Roads to Socialism” which led to great tensions
amongst public intellectuals and political dissidents in Poland as well as in other states in
East-Europe. The Stalinist period brought an end to Jewish life in Poland as forced
emigration of Jews was a part of the Stalinist drive to create an ethnically homogenous

nation (Gudonis, 2001). So those Polish-Jews who remained in Poland had to make a

% Fowkes, Ben The Rise and Fall of Communism in Eastern Europe, Macmillan, 1995
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conscious choice of embracing a Polish identity (Gebert, 2008:3) to eventually become
targets of the Party-led anti-Semtic Campaign of 1968 termed as “anti-Zionism” which led
to about expulsion of a further 20,000 Polish-Jews. The *68 campaign severely de-
legitimised anything Jewish as Gebert (2008: 3-4) notes, “A Jewish sounding name was
enough to get one into trouble... [T]he intelligentsia was horrified, both by the moral
implication of the campaign and the fact that many of its own prominent members of both
Jewish and Polish were affected.” The 2002 census records®’ the existence of only 1100
Jews while about 5,000 self-identified Jews have registered with official Jewish
organizations like, the Union of Jewish Religious Communities in Poland and the Social
and Cultural Association of Polish Jews (TSKZ). However Jewish community leaders
believe the real number is 35,000 or even higher®, the reason being many people are still
discovering they have Jewish roots, with the typical scenario being a deathbed confession
of a parent or grandparent. Another issue in creating an accurate count is that many people
are reluctant to admit they are Jewish as many of their elder generations became atheists

this partisan had significant effect on Jewish identity in Poland.

Through history and sociological inquiry Melchior (1995; 2001) labelled three generations
of Polish-Jews collectively as ‘Generation’56, Generation’68 and Generation’89’.
According to many of her respondents, all born between 1944 and 1955, their initial sense
of Jewishness was largely the product of social stigmatisation during the 1967-8 purge. On

the other hand, Generation’89 was an outcome of the democratic demonstrations that hit

271 collected demographic reports from Glowny Urzad Statystyczny, Warsaw - the National population census
bureau of Poland, 28™ August 2007.

%8 European Union for Progressive Judaism and Friends of Jewish Renewal in Poland estimate 200,000 potential
Jews in the country today.

85



East-Europe, it was different than stigmatised position of being a Jew in ’56 or ‘68 but
their being Jewish was considered voluntary as it was the result of one's own search and

effort, Melchior thus termed Generation’89 as the ‘Jews of choice.’

By mapping Poland’s transitional history, I argue that the transitions of Polish politics
have affected Polish-Jewish relations as well as Polish consciousness. While ‘independent’
Polish identities have got influenced and shaped by the belief that Communism had
eradicated ethnic persecution, Polish-Jews engaged with the excesses of being Polish to re-
build democracy in Poland by concealing their identities and by coming to ‘terms’ with
their hidden pasts. Consequently, Polishness progressively gave way to a stronger sense of

reclamation of Jewishness.

3.2. Polish-Jews since 1945: A history in three phases

This section will outline the historical background behind the three generational divides
mentioned above; | shall begin by discussing the Kielce pogrom of 1946 followed by an
account of anti-Semitism in Poland under communism during the Cold War years and

post-communist transitions of 1989.

Gomutka’s leadership in supervising settlement was a welcome source of patronage to his
part while the state became the largest employer it had full control of welfare, media,
health services and real estate property (Gross:2006:22). The communists monopolised the
state and the western democracies following Yalta did not want to get involved in Eastern

Europe. It was in this heightened times of political tension that Poland saw its first anti-
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Jewish violence since the war. On 4™ July 1946 several dozens of people were killed in the
town of Kielce (Gross, 2006). It is important to mention here that after the war that Jewish
property was looted and plundered by Polish Neighbours and the State administration
alike. There are numerous testimonies as Jews were surrounded for deportation the Polish
population waited with carts to loot their belongings (Gross, 2006; Zubrzycki, 2006). The
category of “abandoned property” was applied to communal buildings, synagogues, prayer
rooms, shops, rituals baths and these were primarily taken over for use by the communist
for their party offices. In Katowice, for example, the Jewish community building was
taken up as a local newspaper office, Trybuna Robotnicza (The Worker’s Daily) and in
Wiodawa, the only synagogue building was taken up by the Wlodawa Committee of Polish
Worker’s Party (Gross, 2006:49). After the war the Jewish populations were in a constant
flux, returning from German camps or from exile in the USSR, moving from place to place
in search of shelter and in search of relatives, many Jewish children had to be put into
Polish state schools where they regularly met with hostility (Gross, 2006; Zubrzycki,
2006). Amidst local anti-Semitic bias, there was widespread employment discrimination
against the Jewish survivors. Gross (2006) mentions the progrom in Rzeszéw even before
Kielce which had little or no historical literature. The only reason it goes unmentioned in
Polish history is because no one was killed but multiple physical harm was caused to as
many people as in Kielce and property was taken away. Kielce (1946) as Gross records

(2006) was a stark reminder of precarious life of Jewish communes in post-war Poland.

To narrate the tragedy briefly, it begins with the disappearance of an eight year old boy

Henryk Btlaszczyk from his home on 1 July 1946. When his parents got worried and
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reported it to the police, his father was told that the boy was kidnapped by Jews. The boy
was eventually found on 4™ July and the parents got to know that the boy was allegedly
kept at the basement of the Jewish Committee. The Committee building on 7 Planty Street
sheltered up to 180 Jews, and housed various Jewish institutions operating in Kielce at the
time. The boy narrated that a man gave him a package to carry into the building and he
was thus seized. The commander of police ordered the man in for questioning and detained
him. On the way back from the police station the boy’s father and his neighbour told the
local people how the boy had been kidnapped by Jews. They exaggerated the story that
other Polish children were also in the building and they needed to liberate them. A large
crowd of angry Poles, including one thousand workers from the Ludwikow steel mill,
gathered outside the building. Polish soldiers and policemen entered the building and
called upon the Jewish residents to surrender any weapons. After an unidentified
individual fired a shot, officials and civilians fired upon the Jews inside the building,
killing some of them. Outside, the angry crowd savagely beat Jews fleeing the shooting.
Three days after the pogrom, surviving Jews and local residents buried the victims in a
mass grave in the Jewish cemetery. Government authorities ordered military units and
local residents to attend the funeral as a sign of respect for the victims. Kielce represented
passionless killings and aggression against Jews (Gross, 2006). Although the government
executed nine of the attackers on July 14, following a hasty judicial investigation, the
Kielce Pogrom sparked intense fear in the already traumatized postwar Polish Jewish
community. As Gross (2006: 258) notes:
“What happened to Jews in Poland after the war may not be intrinsically

much of a story. That a quarter million people were no longer welcome by the
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majority population in a country where their ancestors had lived for centuries
was not very unusual by the standards of the epoch. As ethnic cleansing goes,
the murder of some 500 or 1,500 people should not have raised eyebrows,
either. As to flight into exile those Jews who ran away from Poland for the
most part successfully resumed lives in Israel, Canada, US, Australia and
various countries in Western Europe and South America — certainly a lucky
denouement by twentieth century criteria. And yet, half a century later we ask
ourselves with dismay. How could there be anti-Semitism in Poland, of all

places, after Auschwitz?”

Moving on to political transitions, Gomutka advocated “the national road to socialism”
emulating the Soviets and by December 1948 Communists were successful in absorbing
all political parties. Communism brought the grimmest years of Poland’s post-war history.
The communist Eastern Europe had a stormy and eventful history as Gokay (2001) notes:
“After a short-lived flirtation with “national roads to socialism” from 1944 to 1948, a
Stalinist assault took place from 1948 onwards. Stalin’s system of control over Eastern
Europe encompassed the creation of command economies and centralized bureaucratic
state apparatuses controlled by the ruling communist party. From that point on Soviet
influence and the firm control of Moscow over the whole region remained the crucial fact
of life until 1989, the historic year of geopolitical transition.”

The home grown communists assumed power in Poland while they initially tolerated
pluralism as well as political opposition, but soon the Polish United Worker’s Party

(PZPR) established dictatorship, putting thousands in prison. Communism did influence
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the middle class and many Jews became communists. Interestingly Zydokomuna a word
coined in 1817 by the Polish enlightenment writer and political activist Julian Ursyn
Niemcewicz re-emerged and came to be used as an anti-Semitic stereotype, blaming Jews
for the bringing Communism to Poland. Communist ideology did make the society
classless, so assimilation was a direct consequence but this also paved way for the regime
to exploit popular anti-Semitism to achieve its own agenda. Communism brought years of
stagnation to the old social structure and economy, it took repressive measures against its
political opponents and all appeals and promises of reform were soon gone. The fear
started to dominate in the 1950s and people especially the youth were followed on the

streets and arrested for being dissidents.

The communist regime took much advantage of Polish ignorance of Jewish life, especially
religious life and reinforced anti-Jewish stereotypes (Wolak, 2004). Overt political anti-
Semitism was therefore not too difficult to popularise. Gomutka asserted that Poland
should be a client state and not puppet state of the Soviet Union thus the “Polish October”
of 1956 contributed to his popularity which took a downturn over the next ten years as
people became dissatisfied of failed promises and cultural repression contributed to protest
amongst the people (Wolak, 2004). People disliked the Soviet sponsored communist
government and their cultural, economic and political policies. And this led to a national
crisis in 30" January 1968 when Mickiewicz’s Dziady (Father’s eve, an anti-Tsarist
drama) was performed at the Warsaw National Theatre with anti-Soviet overtones. Polish
authorities carried on mass arrests of the alleged agitators, students, numerous prominent

figures among the intelligentsia, the government’s despotic response intensified to an overt

90



government-initiated policy of anti-Semitism. As Gomutka’s position was threatened by
Mieczyslaw Moczar, the Interior Minister General, political anti-Semitism became an
important tool for manipulation. Additionally, Poland’s adverse middle-east policy to
Israel’s Six Day War in 1967 (as USSR was supporting Arab nations, so hatred towards
Jews under the pre-text of Zionism was instigated) helped to bring out this even more
effectively as Gomulka singled out Poles of Jewish origin as instigators of an anti-Soviet
campaign, aggressive Zionists and agents of Western capitalism (Wolak, 2004). Gomutka
referred to Dziady and the student demonstrations were all because of the existence of

Zionist “evil” forces.

Polish Youth became openly critical to the communist regimes oppressive policies, famous
dissidents then Warsaw University students Karol Modzelewski , Jacek Kuron, Adam
Michnik, Henryk Szlajfer following student-led protest marches, “open letter” to the party
were expelled from the University as well as imprisoned. The student-led demonstrations
in March 1968 went on for three weeks; thousands of students were beaten by the militia
and arrested. As a result of this Jewish intelligentsia became scape-goats and with them

many Polish dissidents were forced out of the country.

Another parallel factor worth discussing in the context of the sixties was the Church’s
popular opposition of communism which went against the government’s atheist tendencies
(Zubrzycki, 2006). Poland had long been a Catholic country, the protest of the people with
its support from the Church strained Church-State relations in the 1960s. The Church

indirectly benefitted from Gomutka and Moczar’s partisan position and preoccupation with

91



the “Zionist threat”. Besides demanding release of the students, the Church also declared
support of Israel’s independence when the domestic anti-Zionist campaign erupted.
Several Polish-Jewish opposition intellectuals including Michnik wrote in pseudonyms in
the publications close to the Church Tygodnik Powszechny and Wigz (Wolak, 2004;
Zubrzycki, 2006). Despite getting to control the PUWP once again Gomutka’s
international position was tarnished as Moczar was effective in expelling Polish Jews
(Wolak, 2004). Within less than a year of the Six Day War Poland’s covert anti-Semitism,
following March 1968 became a pervasive policy of “institutionalised racial
discrimination” as Polish journalist Konrad Syrop (quoted in Wolak, 2004 pp.127-8)
remarks: “Gomutka’s ‘Polish road to socialism’ turned out not to be a broad highway to a
better future but a narrow meandering lane with Russian signposts. In Czechoslovakia it
was the Red Army and its allies who strangled ‘socialism with a human face’, in Poland it

was the party itself.”

Michnik concluded that the use of anti-communist rhetoric in political life debased the
political process. It created conditions in which the debate on communism became a way
of fighting for power through the stigmatization of one’s political opponents. This is a
parody of what was envisaged in the ‘reckoning with the past’...Communism presented as
absolute evil in this, ceases to be a dangerous ideological narcotic, whose effects are
fanaticism, force, and enslavement, and instead becomes a way of falsifying reality. As
historian Antony Polonsky affirms: “The old lie—the lie of the communists settling
accounts with fascism—becomes replaced by the new lie: the lie of anti-communists

settling accounts with communism.” (Polonsky, 2004)
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During the late 1980s, Poland was one of the pioneering countries overturning
communism (Goddeeris, 2010). Solidarno$¢ brought ideological change with democracy
and multi-party elections it boosted a connectedness between East and West Europe. The
principle of unity became of tremendous important which also impacted on Polishness and
the idea of Catholicism. From being an anti-communist architect, the church once again
became a guardian of national-Christian traditions and established itself as the heart of
Polish national identity (Mach in Faltin and Wright, 2007). Though people wanted the
church not to be much involved in politics, for its influential members, the Church remains

influential both in state politics and transformation of the legal system.

With the collapse of communism, Poland’s Jewish past too appeared, Warsaw saw the
arrival of Raabi Pinchas Menachem Joskowicz, a Holocaust survivor who went to Israel
following liberation of Auschwitz and he became the Chief Rabbi of Poland. After his
retirement, Rabbi Michael Schudrich from New York took over. Today there are number
of Jews in Poland on the route of “rediscovering” themselves who live is smaller cities like
Wroctaw, Lodz, Cracow, Szczecin, Gdansk, Katowice, Poznan to name a few. The

communities and organisations will be discussed further in chapter 4.

Since early 1990s, a number of films like Shoah, Fiddler on the Roof, Schindler’s List as
well as literature on the subject began to discussed in Universities and Poland started ‘de-
communization of memory’ to construct episodes of Polish-Jewish relations (Kapralski:

2007; 1999) As Holocaust education became a part of civic programmes and teacher
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training curriculum mass-media evolved and Museum exhibitions in concentration camps
and civic participation became organised. The end 1990s saw numerous commemorative
ceremonies which changed public opinion, also dialogues between Polish and Israeli high
school students helped a number of people to ‘come out’ in search of their Jewish roots.
Kazimierz, the Krakow Jewish quarter got refurbished where Poland holds the annual
festival of Jewish culture (Murzyn, 2006). Self-examination heightened and the entire
nation was shaken with the publication of Jan Gross’s book Neighbours (Sasiedzi) in 2000
which gave vivid accounts on the Jedwabne massacre of 1941 (Polonsky, 2004, Gebert,

2008).

On the other hand, the Catholic church’s influential broadcasting company Radio Maryja
led by Father Tadeusz since the 1990s continues to plays an important role in mobilising
social energy. It is a voice of nationalists whose opinions are sometimes conservative even
for the church. It is a right-wing media which voices discontent of multiculturalism,
opposes market reforms, European integration and wishes to see Poland as ethnically pure
(free of Jews and other immigrants) traditional Catholic country. After 2005s
parliamentary and presidential elections, when conservative Law and Justice party won,
Radio Maryja became the semi-official medium of the new government (Mach in Faltin
and Wright, 2007). Since the accession of Poland to the EU in May 2004, some prominent
members of the Church and Radio Maryja continued anti-European propaganda
emphasizing the conflict between EU and Polish national values. The accession led to new
ideas concerning the place of Poland in Europe, Radio Maryja still proposes that Poland

should realise the mission of Europe and Christianity. In proposing these changes the

94



Church today faces a dilemma of whether collective Polish identity can be built around a
Catholic doctrine or will it adapt to postmodern challenges and offer religion to those
willing to embrace such ideological polarisation (Mach in Faltin and Wright, 2007 pp.

130-33).

Despite opposing forces of right wing nationalism and civic dialogues with memory and
identity co-habiting in Poland, Polish-Jews of generation *89 unlike generation ’56 and ’68
at least got the time and opportunity to be careful observers of these transitions and
paradoxes, they could engage with memory, civic education and society in a way that was
never available to the previous two generations. Melchior’s ‘Jews of choice’ therefore are

indeed paving the way for a new multicultural Poland in today’s Europe.

3.3. Mitigating identities through history

The March’68 campaign saw solidarity between persecuted intellectuals and Jews, in
addition to the Church’s support on moral causes created ground for new social action.
While m