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30. � The return of the image of the Jew as Poland’s
threatening other: Polish national identity and
antisemitism in the third decade after the end of
communism in 1989
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POLISH NATIONAL IDENTITY AND ANTISEMITISM 
BETWEEN THE 1990S AND 2015: CHALLENGES, 
RE-EXAMINATIONS AND RE-DEFINITIONS

In my conclusions to the first English edition of Poland’s Threatening Other. The Image 
of the Jew from 1880 to the Present, published in 2006, I carefully stated: “one should not 
ignore the persistence of the backward-looking ethno-nationalistic vision of Polishness, 
intolerant of multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society.”1 At that time, both as an individual 
and scholar of Polish-Jewish history and antisemitism, I was thrilled by the emergence of 
an inclusive civic vision of Polishness in the post-communist Poland. That vision emerged 
in 1989 and seemingly established itself  more firmly in the political and cultural life of 
the country in the second half  of the 1990s. It reached its peak in the first half  of the first 
decade of the first millennium. The Jedwabne debate of 2000 to 2002, triggered by the 
slim-looking book by Jan T. Gross’s Neighbors about the mass murder, on 10 July 1941,2 
of the Jewish community in Jedwabne by their Polish neighbors under the conditions of 
interregnum between the departure of the Soviet regime and the arrival of Nazi German 
regime, has been the most crucial in a series of national debates about the collective past 
and the model of Polishness that “Poles wish to embrace.” In many ways, the Jedwabne 
debate constituted the key manifestation of that forward-looking, inclusive Poland built 
on the matrix of civic nationalism. That Poland has not been afraid of uncovering the 
dark pages of Polish social history of World War II and the scope of antisemitic attitudes 
and actions against Polish Jews before, during and after the Holocaust. That Poland was 
represented in the Jedwabne debate by a significant segment of Polish leading politi-
cians, journalists and intellectuals of liberal, progressive Catholic, left-wing and secular 
ideological provenance. These advocates all argued that, in the name of social, moral 
and historical necessities, contemporary Polish society must come to terms with the dark 
aspects of its past in general and, in particular, with the legacies of antisemitism, both in 
the past and the present.3 Yet, by closely observing, during the Jedwabne debate and in the 
post-Jedwabne debate period, many strong right-wing conservative reactions against the 
process of uncovering dark aspects in Polish social history, I realized that the backward-
looking ethno-nationalistic model of Polishness, in its varied shades, is a force that might 
carry a strong appeal in some segments of society. Therefore, I also wrote:

One cannot rule out the possibility that parties such as LPR League of Polish Families – some 
of whose individual members have strong links to the extreme and openly antisemitic movement 
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All-Polish Youth, whose ideological origins go back to interwar Poland – will become important 
political actors in the future . . . The backward-looking ethno-nationalistic vision of Poland has 
a hold on some sections of the population, particularly those who still struggle with the social 
and economic changes brought about by the political and economic transformation of 1989.4

PIS’S VISION OF NATIONAL IDENTITY AND NATIONAL 
HISTORY

In 2015, this backward-looking ethno-nationalistic vision of Poland fully entered the 
mainstream public life. This has been brought about by the victory of the conservative, 
right-wing center party, PiS (Law and Justice Party) in both presidential and parliamen-
tary elections of that year. Of course, a similar shift to the right in politics has occurred in 
other post-communist countries in Eastern Europe, notably in Hungary, as well as beyond 
the region. However, one can argue that as a result of this political shift, Poland today is 
an example of the most extreme paradoxes amongst the post-communist countries.

On the one hand, it still showcases the most sophisticated, advanced attempts at the 
transformation of the memory of the Holocaust and the incorporation of the dark 
aspects of the national past into national history, public memory, and historical education. 
Progressive segments of Polish society, including local politicians, scholars, journalists, 
teachers from big cities and small towns, clergy representing the Open Church, and 
segments of younger generations, continue to be committed to opposing and educating 
against racism, xenophobia and antisemitism.5 Groups of younger generations of Poles 
and non-governmental organizations, such as Teatr NN – Brama Grodzka in Lublin, 
Pogranicze Sejny and the Forum for Dialogue, continue to be engaged in documenting, 
exhibiting and commemorating a local Jewish pre-1939 past and the Holocaust.6 These 
organizations also continue forging and sustaining a dialogue between Jews and Catholics 
and members of other religions in the country, and between Poles and Israelis and members 
of the worldwide Jewish Diaspora. All these activities contributing to building an inclusive, 
civic Polish society have crystalized during the phase of ascendant liberalism in the 1990s.

On the other hand, Poland today, under the rule of PiS, exhibits a case of disturbing 
regression in Polish–Jewish dialogue on both national and international levels. It repre-
sents a case of a country in which the government in its intensive efforts to suppress the 
dark and uncomfortable aspects of Polish social history of the twentieth century, does 
not hesitate to launch a systematic “zero sum war” against scholarly research into dark 
history of Polish relations with the Polish Jewish minority and other ethnic and cultural 
minorities that portray segments of Polish society as wrongdoers and perpetrators.7 It 
does not hesitate to put forward a single, biased master narrative of the social history 
of Poland in order to eradicate any awareness and knowledge of the dark aspects of 
that past from the government-controlled national institutions and social media. The 
heavy-handed rewriting of the social history of Polish society of the twentieth century 
is not only limited to painful issues pertaining to Polish–Jewish relations, especially the 
devastating impact of violent antisemitism on Polish Jews before, during and after the 
Holocaust. It also encompasses the communist period 1945–89, the first Solidarity move-
ment of the early 1980s, and the entire history of the Third Polish Republic after the fall 
of communism and the establishment of democracy (1989–2015).8



408    Research handbook on nationalism

What are the purposes of such practices? The rewriting of the national past is conducted 
in the name of historical policy (polityka historyczna) that, in the eyes of the PiS govern-
ment, protects Polish nation’s dignity, honor and reputation against national dishonor, 
indignity and the loss of international reputation.9 PiS’s understanding of the concept 
of the nation follows the ethnic, collectivist model in which membership is believed to 
be naturally determined. Therefore, the concept of nation is limited to the ethnic Poles 
of Catholic origins defined as the “true” members of the Polish nation. PiS government 
and its core electorate tend to treat ethnic and religious minorities as the guests of that 
“true” ethnic Catholic Polish nation. Consequently, PiS’s historical policy protects mainly 
the ethnic Catholic Polish collective from being dishonored by those defined as “others” 
within the nation and outside the nation.

An interlinked major purpose of the PiS’s intensive and systematic rewriting of the 
national past is to create a solid long-standing future – an authoritarian democracy, based 
on the collectivist, ethnic model of Polishness that would not allow for any political and 
cultural change, debate and discourse. Of course, a rejection of debates lies in the nature 
of ethnic collectivist nationalism. Democracy within this type of nationalism is always 
authoritarian and difficult to change.10

PiS’s government is not the only one in the region to draw on the collectivist ethnic, 
national, political and cultural traditions in order to rewrite the future along the authori-
tarian model of democracy. In fact, PiS government has followed in the footsteps of the 
authoritarian government of Victor Orbán in Hungary, which, after taking over power 
in 2008, has embarked on replacing the year 1989 – the year of peaceful transformation 
from communism, with the year 2008 as “the year zero” in the history of post-communist 
Hungary.11 Similarly, the PiS government has been attempting to replace 1989 with 2015 
as the “year zero” in the history of post-communist Poland. In both cases, the bright 
future of the nations relies on the “full and final” implementation of the ethnic collectiv-
ist model of nationalism that does not permit freedom of thought and the proliferation 
of heterodox ideas about society,12 but, instead, is driven by exclusionary and purifying 
policies and practices directed at society.

HISTORICAL POLICY AND THE ISSUE OF ANTISEMITISM 
AFTER THE RISE TO POWER OF PIS IN 2015

These major political changes have led to the rapidly growing fears for safety amongst 
Poland’s small, (numbering approximately 20 000 members) Jewish community that have 
undergone a cultural revival in the climate of political openness, inclusiveness and ascend-
ing liberal democracy of the 1990s and the early 2000s. Concerns over growing anti-Jewish 
sentiments and increasing acceptance of these sentiments in public life prompted Jewish 
organizations in Poland to request a meeting of a special Parliamentary Commission for 
National and Ethnic Minorities with Mariusz Błaszczak, a leading politician of PiS, who 
at that time held the position of Minister of Interior Affairs and Administration.13 The 
meeting took place on 25 January 2017 and focused on hateful anti-Jewish pronounce-
ments freely circulated on social media and on the government-controlled TV (Polish 
public television). It also focused on the increase in the use of anti-Jewish pronounce-
ments among young people, the most easily susceptible group within society to the 
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language of hate, antisemitism and racism.14 Verbally violent and vulgar occurrences on 
the streets, directed at individuals wearing kippahs (skullcaps) and the Star of David, both 
local Polish Jews and Jewish visitors from abroad, are another example of this post-2015 
outburst of antisemitic sentiments.15

In spite of verbal reassurances about zero tolerance for antisemitism and racism voiced 
by PiS’s chief  politicians such as Prime Ministers Beata Szydło and Mateusz Morawiecki 
and President Andrzej Duda, one cannot fail to notice that since the takeover of the 
government by PiS, some PiS members who hold important public offices freely articulate 
antisemitic prejudices. In their speeches, interviews and on social media, they portray Jews 
as a powerful people constituting a threat to the Polish state, to the Polish nation and 
to Catholicism. For example, on 22 May 2019, in a popular RMF FM radio interview, 
Tadeusz Cymański, a long-standing member of the Polish parliament representing PiS 
party, announced:

We should not fool ourselves and pretend to be stupid. We should state clearly that this is a seri-
ous problem. Jews and Israel have a powerful influence in the world. We, as Poles cannot simply 
accept this and be quiet. There is no discussion about returning assets to the Jews.16

A current member of the National Council of Judiciary, an institution charged with 
safeguarding independence of Polish courts, Judge Jarosław Dudzicz, has been engaged 
in circulating different anti-Jewish tropes under the username, jorry123 on online forums. 
In 2015, Dudzicz wrote that: “Jews are a despicable and grubby nation, and they do not 
deserve anything.”17 He was then a judge in a district court in Słubice, but Justice Minister 
Zbigniew Ziobro promoted him two years later to the position of president of the court 
in Gorzów Wielkopolski.

In March 2019, in the news kiosk inside the Polish parliament in the capital, an issue 
of a radical right-wing weekly Tylko Polska (Only Poland) was on sale, with a headline on 
a first page, “How to recognize a Jew” based on their last names, personality traits and 
facial features. The article was accompanied with images of Jan Tomasz Gross and Jacek 
Leociak, two scholars representing a critical history writing of the Holocaust, as examples 
of treacherous Poles and Jews.18

Another major disturbing manifestation of the current outburst of antisemitism in 
public life one can observe among some representatives of the Catholic Church, belong-
ing to the formation of the Closed Church. This is especially troubling since the Catholic 
Church is an institution that is still recognized as a moral authority in Polish society. 
Some of the anti-Jewish tropes, disseminated in sermons, lectures and on social media, 
by members of both lower and higher clergy, are rooted in the medieval church teaching 
and have been condemned by the official teaching of the Catholic Church since the Synod 
of Vatican II in 1963. For example, Tadeusz Guz, Reverend and Professor of Catholic 
University in Lublin, a well-known university named after the late Pope John Paul II, 
speaks in his lectures, easily accessible on YouTube, about Jews as a people allegedly 
practicing ritual murder. Guz, like Father Tadeusz Rydzyk of the “imperium of Radio 
Maryja” in Toruń, disseminates anti-Jewish tropes as historical truth. Representatives of 
the Open Church such as the liberal Catholic milieu of the Więź journal have condemned 
Guz’s anti-Judaism.19 However, Guz has received support for his anti-Jewish stance from 
various circles of supporters of the Closed Church, including the recently established 
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radical Catholic groups such an online Pobudka (Wake Up Call) created, in 2015, by the 
conservative Catholic journalist Grzegorz Braun. In his response, Braun accused the Więź 
circle of spreading lies against Rev. Prof. Guz.

Under such circumstances, it is not difficult to infer a positive correlation between the 
anti-Judaic and anti-Jewish teaching by the Closed Church’s clergy and the proliferation 
of  anti-Jewish slogans in social media and anti-Jewish graffiti on the buildings belonging 
to the Jewish material heritage in Poland. For example, a graffiti that carried a message 
“the Jews eat children” was placed on the wall in the newly rededicated Jewish cemetery 
in Tarnów in Southern Poland, a month after the cemetery’s rededication in June 2019. 
Nevertheless, members of  the local community of  Tarnów cleaned the antisemitic 
graffiti from the cemetery wall, in a spontaneous act, the next day after its appearance, 
demonstrating that they do not agree with the Closed Church’s teaching about the 
Jews.20

Another disturbing phenomenon is the publicly open verbalization of anti-Jewish 
stereotypes amongst some members of the bona fide academic community such as 
Professor Jacek Bartyzel of the University of Mikołaj Kopernik in Toruń. In February 
2019, Bartyzel, a veteran member of anti-communist opposition of the 1980s, put a post 
on Facebook in which he called for punishment of those ethnic Poles, who according to 
him were allegedly anti-Polish. In the same post, Bartyzel called the Jews “a snake tribe 
filled with arrogance, poison and anger” and accused them of being ungrateful and hate-
ful towards the Poles.”

Bartyzel’s employer, the University of Mikołaj Kopernik, on the recommendation 
of Rector Professor Andrzej Tretyn, had informed a prosecutor office in Toruń about 
a possibility of a crime committed by Bartyzel under Polish law, which forbids inciting 
hatred on the grounds of national, ethnic, racial, or religious differences. However, the 
prosecutor office did not find Bartyzel’s Facebook post antisemitic and discontinued the 
legal investigation on 18 June 2019.21

What is the contemporary antisemitic repertoire in post-communist Poland? Does this 
antisemitism have new qualities? And who are the chief  disseminators of it? A close look 
at the proliferation of anti-Jewish statements and sentiments reveals that most of the 
“catchy,” potent antisemitic tropes in contemporary Poland belong to the old-new anti-
semitic ethno-nationalistic repertoire, going back to the late nineteenth century and the 
first three decades of the twentieth century. Of course, on online forums of radical Polish 
ethno-nationalistic organizations and groups, one can also come across expressions of the 
Holocaust denial and what is known in the scholarly literature as the “new antisemitism” 
portraying Israel as “a Nazi colonial state.” However, the outright Holocaust denial, 
historically rooted in traditional right-wing ideology, has been imported from the West. 
Similarly, “new antisemitism,” rooted in the left-wing ideologies, has also been imported 
from the West.22

In the core antisemitic Polish ethno-nationalistic imagery, the Jew remains fundamen-
tally the enemy that represents everything that stands in opposition to “true Polishness”: 
“the Jew is an anti-Pole” and “Jewish values, traditions and culture represent everything 
that is defined as anti-Polish.”23 That is the legacy of modern Polish nation-building 
based on the matrix of ethnic collectivist nationalism. Within this matrix the Jew has 
been the anti-model of true Polishness from the outset. As a result, the image of the Jew 
as Poland’s Threatening Other has penetrated national consciousness in such a way that 
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anti-Jewish references appear to be “natural” and are a constant source of inspiration 
to the ethno-nationalistic parties and milieus and resonate among segments of society.

Given the process of the strengthening of the Closed Church over the last decade and 
the simultaneous decline of the Open Church with the passing away of its chief  outspoken 
representatives such as Father Stanisław Musiał and Archbishop Józef Życiński, one can 
also see re-emergence of traditional anti-Judaic beliefs such as the abovementioned ritual 
murder and a claim of Jews committing deicide. But these medieval anti-Judaic beliefs 
are, as a rule, connected to the modern, central ethno-nationalistic trope of the Jews 
as the harmful agent to Poland. That connection shows not only the powerful ethno-
nationalistic traditions within some segments of the Catholic Church in Poland today, 
but also a clear theological and moral distance of these segments of the Catholic Church 
from the teaching of Vatican II and the teaching of the current Pope Francis whose 
papacy began in 2013. In spite of frequent recalling of the name of the Polish Pope, the 
late John Paul II, the Closed Church in Poland acts against his teachings on ecumenism 
and the importance of Christian–Jewish dialogue. The chief  authorities of that Church 
have also refused to take a definite stance on the eradication of pedophilia and sexual 
scandals within its ranks.

The acquiescence of the PiS government to the participation in the mainstream political 
and public life of radical exclusivist ethno-nationalistic organizations such as National 
Revival of Poland (Narodowe Odrodzenie Polski, NOP), National Radical Camp (Obóz 
Narodowo-Radykalny, ONR), All-Polish Youth and its co-founded National Movement 
(Ruch Narodowy) among others, has been conducive to the post-2015 outburst, in the 
public sphere, of the core antisemitic tropes of the Jew as the Threatening Other to 
Poland. These organizations have not condemned and dissociated themselves from their 
pre-1939 antisemitic ideological heritage. But, in the post-2015 period, they have been 
empowered by receiving a platform in the major annual national celebrations of Poland’s 
Day of Independence on 11 November to celebrate the reinstatement of sovereignty after 
the end of World War I in 1918.24 Furthermore, some leading members of these organiza-
tions have been offered important positions in the PiS government and other national 
institutions. For example, Adam Andruszkiewicz, a former leader of the All-Polish Youth 
and a former member of the nationalistic faction of the parliamentary club Kukiz’15, has 
been appointed Vice-Minister of Digitalization in 2018.25

Given the PiS’s open acceptance of radical ethno-nationalistic parties and their leaders 
in politics, and ethno-nationalistic sentiments within the PiS, it is not surprising that, once 
again, one can easily come across slogans about Jews as the “ungrateful people who want 
to harm Poland, Poles and Catholicism.” Once again, one can find statements that “Jews 
are to blame for spoiling the good name of Poland and blackening the country’s interna-
tional reputation”; that Jews have too much control in Polish politics, culture and social 
media. In the current political climate, once again, the complexes of national inferiority 
and national superiority are awakened to fight the alleged powerful Jewish conspiracy 
that aims “to destroy Poles” or “make the Poles insignificant.” Once again, the theme of 
Judeo-communism is being evoked to claim that “Poles were foremost the victims of the 
Jews.”26 In the post-Jedwabne debate period, the authors usually employ the concept of 
Judeo-communism as a powerful strategy to put an end to the ongoing scholarly historical 
debates about the scope of the complicity of individual Poles and groups of Poles in the 
killings of Jewish fugitives during the Holocaust and during the eruption of anti-Jewish 
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violence in the early post-Holocaust period 1945–47.27 This is conducted in the name of 
what these authors understand as, “defending a good name of Poland.”

CONTEMPORARY POLISH ANTISEMITISM IN A GLOBAL 
PERSPECTIVE

Characteristically, the anti-Jewish tropes are not static, but have showed a remarkable 
ability to be cleverly adapted and repackaged to suit particular political, social and cul-
tural needs of their ethno-nationalistic advocates from 1880s till the present. Thirty years 
after the fall of communism and in spite of the re-emergence and development of inclusive 
civic Polishness in post-communist society, anti-Jewish tropes from the collectivist ethnic 
repertoire have been proving dynamic and versatile and capable of awakening powerful 
emotions among their believers and followers. One can argue that, in “the global post-
truth era,” these anti-Jewish tropes could be especially highly influential and dangerous 
because they proliferate and mutate “without an end” on all social media, and thus, reach-
ing sections of society who might not necessarily have the intellectual skills and historical 
knowledge to dismiss them as false and as hateful lies. Of course, this development is not 
only limited to Poland and the post-communist Europe. In the growing anti-liberal and 
anti-democratic cultures on both sides of the Atlantic,28 we can see the global rise of 
antisemitism. This development is characterized by “geographical and ideological travels” 
of different strands of antisemitism of both left-wing and right-wing provenance, and 
their fusion and mutual feeding on each other. These global antisemitic connections and 
mutations require an urgent thorough examination through comparative lenses.

Another line of a scholarly inquiry can be a careful study of the contemporary fusion of 
“global antisemitic tropes” with specific antisemitic historical traditions within different 
nations. In the Polish case, in the twenty-first century, the exclusivist ethno-nationalistic 
repertoire of the enemies of their vision of Polishness has been expanding to what are 
perceived as current threats, such as gender-queer studies, multiculturalism and the LGBT 
community. But these “new enemies” are often linked to the core traditional enemy, the 
Jew, who is viewed as responsible for their emergence, as the following title of a 2019 
book (Figure 30.1), written by Katarzyna Treter-Sierpińska, illustrates: Żydzi, gender, 
multikulti: czyli oszustwo i szajba (Jews, Gender, Multiculturalism: Meaning Deceit and 
Madness).29

In August of 2019, a 15-year-old, Jakub Baryła, propagated the connection between 
LGBT and the Jews in a private radical Catholic television station wRealu.24. Instantly, 
he became a social media sensation and a “hero” of radical Catholic, ethno-nationalistic 
circles for his action of attempting to stop, with a cross and a rosary, an LGBT Pride 
March in Płock on 12 August 2019. In an interview of 13 August 2019, accessible on 
YouTube, Baryła accused “left-wing parties and the Jews for spreading the LGBT ideol-
ogy.” He also “accused the Jews for wanting to make Polin out of Poland, for wanting to 
rob Poland, and for brainwashing children in Polish schools, so the children would not 
be able to think for themselves.”30 Baryła also blamed socialists, including the national 
hero, “Marshal J. Piłsudski for committing a murder of hundred thousands of Poles.” One 
might consider his YouTube interview as an oddity not worth paying attention to, if  not 
for the fact that 48 802 people viewed it within one month. The news about this young 
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man even reached international social media in the USA. Some conservative right-wing 
Catholic Americans who read the news left comments on online forums, in which they 
also praised him as a hero fighting the “Judeo-globalist homosexual menace.”31 This is 
an illustration of how, in the global Internet-driven world, vicious antisemitic tropes 
uttered in one national context travel geographically and receive support in a different 
national context. But this type of antisemitic propaganda that accuses the Jews of being 
responsible for all avant-garde political, social, cultural and economic trends that appear 
to constitute a threat to the status quo, is not different from the late nineteenth-century 
antisemitic perception of the Jews as the creators and agents of opposing ideologies of 
socialism and communism on the one hand, and capitalism on the other. It was during 
the late 1880s that the under-developed ethnic Polish middle class, a chief  advocate of 
the exclusivist ethno-nationalistic vision of Polishness, embarked on creating a modern 
political vision in which Jews as creators of socialism, communism and secularism 
were understood as a major threat to Polishness. Other exclusivist collectivist ethno-
nationalistic and conservative movements in both Eastern and Western Europe of that 
era also saw in the Jew the inventor and carrier of communism, socialism, capitalism and 
secularism.32 In addition, the Jew came to personify Western liberalism and individualism, 
traditions that the collectivist ethno-nationalists were also fearful of and rejected. That 
collectivist ethnic vision became a political force shaping modern Polish history. From the 
outset it has stood in clear, strong opposition to building a modern Polish nation on the 
matrix of inclusive civic nationalism.

Figure 30.1  Book cover, Żydzi, gender, multikulti: czyli oszustwo i szajba, by Katarzyna 
Treter-Sierpińska (2019)
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In the third decade after the fall of communism, the Jews are also accused of being 
one of the causes behind troubling global events such as Europe’s recent Middle Eastern 
and North African refugee crisis. For example, in November 2015 in Wrocław during 
an anti-refugee demonstration organized by the radical ethno-nationalistic organization 
ONR, Piotr Rybak burned an effigy of an orthodox Jew – a scene that became infamous 
and condemned in Polish liberal and Western media.33 However, for committing this 
act of inciting ethnic and racial hatred, Rybak received a shockingly lenient sentence 
of three months’ imprisonment, instead of the original sentence of ten months. An 
appeal court approved the lenient sentence and ordered the Wrocław court to reconsider 
Rybak’s request to serve the penalty under house arrest. On 27 January 2019, during the 
International Holocaust Remembrance Day, Rybak and 45 other radical right-wing activ-
ists gathered in front of the former Auschwitz death camp in Oświęcim, shouting “Time to 
fight Jewry and free Poland from Jews.” “We are the true owners of this state.”34 He was 
not imprisoned for organizing a demonstration that clearly aimed to oppose and disrupt 
the commemoration of the destruction of European Jews. His antisemitic activities went 
unpunished.

However, today, we cannot simply consider Rybak as an isolated case of an individual 
holding and expressing radical anti-Jewish convictions, who could be ignored as belong-
ing to the fringes of society. In the post-truth and Internet-driven reality in which we live, 
individuals such as Rybak or the former Catholic priest, Jacek Międlar, a chief  editor of 
the radical ethno-nationalistic and antisemitic website wprawo.pl, have been given a voice 
on social media that allows them to disseminate anti-Jewish tropes in a powerful hateful 
manner, to wider circles of Poles, young and old, in Poland and abroad.35 The activities of 
Rybak and others alike show that in the anti-liberal and authoritarian climate, dissemina-
tion of the language of antisemitism and the language of hate towards ethnic and cultural 
minorities can be done without fear of legal repercussions and moral condemnation by 
society.

What is also striking about the contemporary spate of antisemitism is not only the explo-
sion of the old/new repertoire of anti-Jewish tropes of the exclusivist ethno-nationalistic 
type, but also the old/new type ethno-nationalistic justifications for and rationalization 
of antisemitism as “a national defense against a Jewish aggressor.” For example, reading 
a text by a conservative Catholic journalist, Jan Bodakowski, representing the prawy.pl 
website that supports John Paul II’s European Centre of Assistance to Families, one has 
an impression of reading works authored by Roman Dmowski, the founding father of 
modern Polish exclusivist ethno-nationalism, from the first decade of the twenty century. 
Echoing Dmowski, 110 years later, Bodakowski claims that:

Jews do not see that their anti-Polish position, constant attacks on Poland, slander of Poland 
and Poles on the international arena, lack of appreciation of philosemitism (liking of Jews) 
within PiS, and baseless and surreal financial demands against Poland, are all responsible for the 
aversion of Poles towards Jews. This aversion is a natural and healthy response of a Polish victim 
against aggression on the part of Jews. If  Jews would have behaved correctly with honesty and 
respect towards Poles, the aversion of Poles to Jews would disappear.36

Of course, I do not argue that the current manifestations of anti-Jewish tropes are a 
confirmation of an inbred, incurable and permanent hatred of Jews by Poles throughout 
the modern era. The infamous saying of Israel Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir’s that 
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Poles “imbibe antisemitism with their mother’s milk,” repeated in February 2019 by the 
Israeli Minister of Foreign Affair Yisrael Katz,37 should be morally condemned and 
rejected as a historical fact. Instead, that false saying should be viewed as an emotionally 
charged accusation voiced by descendants of those Jews of Polish origin who had suffered 
personally or whose family members were killed, denounced, and physically and verbally 
abused by individual Poles or groups of Poles amongst civilians or right-wing military 
units, before, during and in the aftermath of the Holocaust.

THE MATRIX OF POLISH ETHNO-NATIONALISM 
OF EXCLUSIVIST ETHNIC TYPE OF THE 1880s AND 
CONTEMPORARY ANTISEMITISM AND NATIONAL IDENTITY

However, what I argue is that the matrix of Polish nationalism of exclusivist ethnic type 
that crystalized in the first half  of the nineteenth century and fully developed and sharp-
ened in the second half  of the nineteenth century, has not freed itself  from anti-Jewish 
imagery at any juncture in the history of modern Polish nation-state in the pre-1918 and 
post-1918–39 independence phases, through the devastating occupation of the Polish 
state by two totalitarian regimes, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union during World War 
II, 1939–45, the communist era, 1945–89, and the post-communist period, 1989 to the 
present. One of the most persistent living legacies of the matrix of exclusivist collectivist 
ethno-nationalism is the antisemitic conviction that the “Jew is the anti-Pole,” and as such 
constitutes the central Threatening Other to the national collective.

What is interesting, is that that during the post-communist period some of the lead-
ing right-wing ethno-nationalistic spokespersons have allegedly called for uprooting 
antisemitism from radical ethno-nationalistic parties. A good example of this position 
is the stance of a well-known journalist Rafał Ziemkiewicz, who sees in the pre-1939 
Endecja of Roman Dmowski the chief  ideology for building modern Polish identity in the 
twenty-first century.38 In his commentary of 3 December 2011, published in the center-
right Rzeczpospolita, he called for an eradication of antisemitism from contemporary 
organizations that have their roots in the pre-1939 Endecja. However, at the same time, 
Ziemkiewicz insisted that Endecja was not ideologically antisemitic.39 Instead, he argued 
that the pre-war Endecja’s antisemitism was purely based on rivalry over economic 
resources and professional opportunities with Polish Jews, and was free from racism. He 
also claimed that contemporary voices that stress the role of ideological antisemitism 
in Endecja’s program are exaggerated. Ziemkiewicz’s stance can be seen as a skillful 
and subtle apology for antisemitism within Endecja’s ideology, its policies and practices 
during the interwar period. In the light of a massive published scholarly literature about 
antisemitism within Endecja and its offshoot organizations and still ongoing research on 
the damaging impact of antisemitic pronouncements and actions against Polish Jews and 
on Polish–Jewish relations, this apologetic position cannot defend itself.40

Of course, I would be negligent if  I failed to mention that some politicians with an 
exclusivist ethno-nationalist past such as Michał Tomasz Kamiński, a former member of 
the radical National Revival of Poland, (NOP) and Roman Giertych, a former chairman 
of anti-EU League of Polish Families, have transformed themselves politically and moved 
away from their radical ethno-nationalistic heritage during the last decade. But these 
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persons’ ideological transformation has been based on an individual decision, rather than 
a collective one.

How can one explain the potency and persistence of the anti-Jewish tropes within 
the exclusivist ethno-nationalistic repertoire? The anti-Jewish tropes had constituted 
an intrinsic part of the core exclusivist ethno-nationalistic ideology between 1880s and 
1945, and had also been central to the formation of ethno-nationalistic communism 
in Poland after 1945 that had reached its peak during the so-called Zionist/anti-Jewish 
purge of 1968. In the ethno-nationalistic-communist version of the late 1970s and the 
early 1980s, they were employed as a weapon to fight the first Solidarity movement of 
the 1980s by warning Poles about the Jewish origins of the anti-communist movement 
and their leaders. In the post-communist era, anti-Jewish tropes continue to be applied in 
fighting political opponents, especially those representing liberal democracy and left-wing 
ideologies, as well as progressive segments of the Catholic Church that oppose the Closed 
Church. They continue to be employed to mobilize varied sections of society, especially 
the impressionable youth. Appealing to patriotism and spreading fears about “true Poles 
losing their own country” and about “the war against Polish values and Catholic culture” 
can be potent in today’s world of global uncertainties over climate, economy and culture.

ANTI-JEWISH TROPES AND THEIR CURRENT USES

In the exclusivist ethno-nationalistic ideology, anti-Jewish tropes are difficult if  not impos-
sible to reshape, recodify, condemn and deconstruct because historically they have played 
essential roles in a wide range of political, social and cultural practices such as a social 
mobilization in times of economic and political crisis and the stigmatization of political, 
ideological and cultural enemies of all kinds. As a rule, these enemies have not had any 
connection to real Jews but naming them “a Jew” has meant that they do not belong to the 
collective and that they cannot be trusted. For that reason, one should not be surprised 
to observe that in contemporary politics, the most radical groups and individuals on the 
political right such as Stanisław Michałkiewicz and Janusz Korwin-Mikke, founders and 
leaders of Unia Polityki Realnej (The Union of Real Politics) make ridiculous accusations 
that the current PiS government itself  represents Jewish interests, and not Polish, and that, 
in fact, is responsible for “building Judeo-Polonia run by Jews and for the Jews” in the 
state.41 Similar strategies were used by radical ethno-nationalists against Marshall Józef 
Piłsudski in the post-independence period 1918–35, and also against the center-right 
Sanacja government after the death of Piłsudski in 1935.

In the current culture war in Poland, anti-Jewish tropes are also utilized in the process 
of purification of the allegedly impure, contaminated ethnic/Catholic Polish nation – 
the ideal – from the alien threatening elements that today also encompass the LGBT 
community, gender-queer studies and feminism, and refugees from the Middle East 
and North Africa. The process of the purification of the core ethnic Polish nation from 
within from all the “anti-Polish threats in social, cultural and economic life” has taken on 
an intensive and all-encompassing shape because of PiS’s major aspiration of building a 
post-communist Polish society anew since 2015. Concerning their vision and reasoning, 
this practice is not different from Endecja’s intensive attempts at the purification of the 
Polish nation in the post-independence phase, 1918–39.42
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One of the most morally and intellectually disturbing uses of anti-Jewish tropes within 
the exclusionary right-wing ethno-nationalistic circles, in contemporary Poland and 
beyond, is directed against the memorialization of the Holocaust. The current memori-
alization of the Holocaust, which crystalized in the early 1990s, has been characterized 
by two key aspects: a culture of apology for the crimes against Jews and a development 
of a critical approach towards one’s national history in relation to the treatment of 
Jewish communities before, during and after the Holocaust. That memorialization of 
the Holocaust had arrived in Poland and other Eastern European countries in the 1990s 
after the fall of communism. Undermining the memorialization of the Holocaust in 
Poland, of course, goes back to the communist period, especially to the 1960s when the 
ethno-nationalistic-communist faction, known as the Partisans, in the Polish government 
began to advocate what is known as “the competition over victimhood in World War 
II – that ethnic Poles suffered more than the Jews who perished in the Holocaust.” The 
late 1960s was a period in which the Partisans faction within the government fully utilized 
a skewed, hegemonic narrative of the solidarity of the majority of the Polish nation with 
the Jews during the Holocaust. The Partisans also fully developed an antisemitic image of 
an “ungrateful Jew,” who spoils the reputation of Poland abroad and tarnishes its good 
name, instead of being grateful for all the help he had received from ethnic Poles during 
the Holocaust.

However, today, a broader sinister attack – a culture war against the contemporary 
wave of the memoralization of the Holocaust has been taking place. This culture war is 
rooted in the rejection of the Western model of memorialization of the Holocaust as a 
fundamental event in European history of the twentieth century,43 as well as in a skillful 
manipulation and exploitation of that Western model of commemoration. It is a disturb-
ing phenomenon for two reasons. First, it reveals that the exclusivist ethno-nationalistic 
interpretations and explanations of the history of World War II and the Holocaust have 
departed from the European frames of commemorating the pivotal events of the twenti-
eth century.44 Second, it indicates that the future memorialization of the Holocaust based 
on the Western model of the 1990s might be in danger, as the new antisemitic master nar-
ratives about the Holocaust freely circulate in mainstream public media, public debates 
and historical education.45 This is not only an alarming situation in the case of Poland, 
but also in other post-communist countries in which the local radical ethno-nationalists 
have embarked on similar strategies of reworking their national history of World War II 
and the Holocaust in order to emphasize their own victimhood and “collective innocence” 
with regard to the treatment of their respective Jewish minorities.46 The proliferation of 
antisemitic narratives undermining the memorialization of the Holocaust is not only a 
serious problem for post-communist Europe, but also for the West, as antisemitic tropes 
claiming that “Jews exaggerate the number of victims of the Holocaust,” that “the Jews 
created and manipulate the Holocaust” and that “the Jews/Israel are conducting the 
Holocaust of Palestinians,” embedded in the ideologies of the radical left and radical 
right, permeate not only popular cultures and social medias, but are also freely expressed 
by some members of academia, politicians, pundits and TV personalities.47

In the Polish case, the culture war against the memorialization of  the Holocaust has 
been launched in social media, in popular and scholarly history books and right-wing 
conservative press such as Historia do Rzeczy, Uwazam ze, Wsieci, and Fronda. In 
that war, anti-Jewish tropes are employed as a strategy to weave a hegemonic, master 
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narrative of  the Holocaust in which the Jewish victims themselves are blamed for the 
destruction of  European Jewry. Anti-Jewish tropes are utilized to explain and interpret 
the destruction of  Polish Jews in a way that Jewish victims are portrayed in a bad light as 
perpetrators of  their own people’s murder and selfish people who did not care about their 
own collective, in contrast to the ethnic Poles who demonstrated collective solidarity 
during World War II. This is conducted by sinister manipulations and misuses of  Jewish 
sources and secondary scholarly Holocaust literature produced in the West. Here are 
some illustrations of  anti-Jewish tropes from one of  the lectures on Polish–Jewish rela-
tions by Ewa Kurek, today one of  the most radical right-wing historians and recognized 
Holocaust distorter:48 “the Jew as a perpetrator, responsible for the suffering of  his own 
people in the German-occupied Poland,” “the Jew who built the ghettoes during the 
Holocaust to separate himself  from the Poles,” “the Jewish parent, who in contrast to 
the Polish parent, did not want to save but suffocated his children,” and “the Jew, who 
in contrast to the Pole, only cared about his own life during World War II as he acted 
according to two Jewish laws, so he did not defend his children and his parents and other 
members of  his community.”49

There is no doubt that, in the case of the writings of Ewa Kurek and others alike, the 
anti-Jewish repertoire is specifically employed in the current ongoing “zero sum war” 
against the Polish school of critical history writing about the Holocaust. That school 
focuses on the historical reconstruction, through the lenses of micro-history and regional 
studies, of the ways in which individuals and segments of Polish society mistreated the 
Jewish fugitives during the Holocaust.50 Another example of a skillful use of anti-Jewish 
imageries to discredit the Polish critical school of history writing is the writing of Paweł 
Lisicki, the editor-in-chief of the conservative weekly Do Rzeczy. In September 2016, 
Lisicki presented main fruits of his new book Krew na naszych rękach? (Blood on Our 
Hands?) in an article under the same title.”51 The article and the book are a direct critical 
response to Jan Tomasz Gross’s short, sharp and controversial interview published in the 
German newspaper Die Welt “about Poles killing more Jews than Germans during World 
War II.”52 Contradicting Gross, Lisicki claims that it was only a small group outside the 
healthy fabric of Polish society that was involved in the killings of Jewish fugitives. But 
Lisicki does not limit his critique to Gross’s works. In fact, the critique of Gross serves 
him as a first step towards undermining the memorialization of the Holocaust as a 
foundational event in European history. Lisicki launches an attack on what he calls “the 
Holocaust religion” that, according to him, is the dominant model of remembering the 
Holocaust in the West, including the memorialization by Christian churches. In Lisicki’s 
eyes, “the Holocaust religion” is characterized by four dogmas that are responsible for a 
total distortion of the histories of Poles and other European nations during World War 
II. These four dogmas lead to the unjust accusation of Poles collectively for the crimes 
of the Holocaust. The first dogma is of a unique nature of the European destruction of 
Jews that according to the author undermines the suffering of other victims; the second 
dogma is about the innocence of Jews as though other victims of totalitarian systems were 
not equal with Jews; the third dogma is of the participation of the entire humanity in the 
process; and the fourth dogma is that of the religious Christian roots of antisemitism. 
Lisicki interprets them as unjust and false.
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THE “POLISH HOLOCAUST LAWS” AND PIS’S VISION OF 
NATIONAL HONOR AND PRIDE

The widely reported rifts between Poland and Israel and Jewish diaspora over the “Polish 
Holocaust Laws” were marked by an increasing spate of anti-Jewish tropes on social 
media throughout the first half  of 2018, portraying the Jews as the enemy of Poland. The 
“Polish Holocaust Laws,” which aim at prosecuting anyone who uses the false expression 
of “Polish concentration camps” and accuses the Polish collective for complicity in the 
Holocaust, were first stipulated in September 2016 by Zbigniew Ziobro, Minister of 
Justice and general prosecutor. The laws, including the most controversial Article 55a with 
the stipulations concerning criminal prosecution, but also the exemption of scholarship 
and arts from criminal prosecution, were approved by the Polish parliament on 26 January 
2018 in the midst of national and international protests.53 Provisions of Article 55a were 
repealed on 27 July 2018, but the controversies over the laws continue, since under the 
new amendments, one can be subject to the civil courts for undermining the reputation 
of the Polish nation, including scholars and artists.54 In the eyes of the authors of these 
laws, their fundamental role has been to protect Polish reputation and guard Polish 
honor. Reputation and honor are still strongly valued in Polish national history and in the 
debates about national collective identity. However, the concepts of national reputation 
and honor, on which these “Polish Holocaust Laws” are based, carry a specific semantic 
meaning, representing the ethno-nationalistic interpretation of these values, according 
to which Polish national victimhood and suffering are sacred and cannot be questioned 
under any circumstances. Thus, questioning of Polish national martyrdom and heroism, 
especially in the context of World War II, is viewed as an act of dishonoring and insulting 
Poland and the Polish collective. PiS’s understanding of national reputation and honor, 
however, stands in a sharp contrast to the semantic meaning of these values as expressed 
in the civic version of Polishness. In the latter version, critical debates about dark aspects 
of one’s nation’s past are viewed as fundamental to Polish patriotism: as actions serving 
Polish honor and preserving Polish reputation.55 Thus, one can argue that the “Polish 
Holocaust Laws” guard historical interpretations of the “ideal, glorious national past” 
rather than historical truth. In that “ideal glorious national past,” there is no room for 
narratives about antisemitic violence and its devastating impact on Polish Jews and also 
on those ethnic Catholic Poles, whom we can call, genuine selfless rescuers of Jews, who 
for their rescue action were stigmatized as traitors of Poland and violently mistreated by 
their co-citizens during and after the Holocaust.56 This is not only a problem of memory 
laws in Poland, but also in other post-communist countries.57

THE OUTBURST OF CONTEMPORARY ANTISEMITISM AND 
POLISH JEWS’ HEIRLESS PROPERTY RESTITUTION

The protracted, long-standing and unresolved discussions about Polish Jews’ heirless 
property restitutions between the Polish government and the World Jewish Restitution 
organizations, reached a new crisis in the spring of 2018 when the American President 
Donald Trump signed Act S.477 on 9 May 2018, known as the Justice for Uncompensated 
Survivors Today (JUST) Act.58 Poland is the only country in Europe that has not passed 
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legislation to compensate former owners for assets seized in the upheavals of twentieth-
century European history. Since the end of the communist period in 1989, none of the 
Polish governments have offered to resolve the issue, even in symbolic terms. In May 2019, 
the current Polish Prime Minister, Mateusz Morawiecki, compared the restitution to Jews 
as akin to the posthumous Nazi victory and emphasized that Poland was the greatest 
victim of the war.59 The enacting of Act S.477 has triggered the most vicious antisemitic 
campaign among the radical right-wing ethno-nationalistic parties and movements under 
the banner of the Konfederacja (Confederation), which also claims that “Jews rule over 
the PiS government.” In public protests organized by Konfederacja in Poland and the 
USA, one could register phrases such as “This is Poland, not Polin,” and the depiction of 
the United States as “Usrael,” a state that is, in the eyes of Konfederacja, controlled by 
the Jewish state, Israel. The anti-Jewish trope of “the Jew as the calculating, Threatening 
Other seeking to rule and destroy Poland” was also fully utilized in the Konfederacja’s 
demonstrations.60 One can suggest that in the Konfederacja’s spate of hate language, one 
might also detect the influence of thinking and reasoning about ownership rooted in the 
pre-1939 Endecja’s notion about Poles as the rightful, true owners of Poland who had 
been unjustly robbed by Jews.

In the early 2000s, during the period in which inclusive civic nationalism had reached 
its peak, progressive inclusive references to members of  Polish Jewish community, such 
as “Polish Jews,” “our Polish co-citizens,” “our co-patriots,” began to feature in the 
mainstream political vocabulary, public discourse and historical education. However, in 
the post-2015 period, they have been exchanged for the emotionally “cold” and exclu-
sionary semantic phrase, “the Jews,” as the collectivist, ethnic nationalism has won the 
upper hand over politics and increased its influence over culture, education and public 
life in general.

IS THE ERADICATION OF THE ANTI-JEWISH TROPES 
POSSIBLE?

Today, we can only express a hope that perhaps one day in the future, the deconstruction 
of the anti-Jewish tropes of the exclusivist ethno-nationalistic provenance will be pos-
sible. But that deconstruction could only happen when anti-Jewish tropes are challenged 
systematically, day by day, in all areas of Polish politics and culture, public memory, 
and historical education both on local and national levels. An important cultural pre-
condition for the deconstruction of the myth of the Jew as Poland’s Threatening Other 
is providing Poles with a nuanced set of narratives of their collective past in such a way 
that would see themselves both as people with positive aspects of their collective history 
that they can be proud of, as well as people whose history has also been punctured by 
dark aspects of their national past in relation to the Jews and members of other ethnic, 
national and cultural communities. Achieving this delicate balance might not be possible 
if  the current and future debates about Polishness are framed between two extreme poles 
– between the false concept of “a healthy Polish society without any blemishes” and an 
equally skewed concept of “a completely unhealthy Polish society.” The challenging pro-
cess of the deconstruction of anti-Jewish tropes could only happen under the conditions 
in which the inclusive, civic model of Polish national identity would firmly re-establish 



The return of the image of the Jew as Poland’s threatening other    421

itself  as a dominant and lasting one for many decades. Another prerequisite is the internal 
transformation of ethno-nationalistic matrix of Polishness, and the eradication of its 
anti-Jewish heritage from within. However, this might require a new “year zero” in the 
history of Polish ethnic nationalism in the twenty-first century.
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