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Poland: Reviving demons from the past.  
Anna Zielinska, Le Monde, February 21, 2018 (for paper version) 
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How did a seemingly liberticidal law, interpreted as prohibiting any 
suggestion of Polish involvement in the Holocaust, get passed by the 
Polish National Assembly on the eve of the commemoration of the 73rd 
anniversary of the liberation of the Auschwitz death camp? This 
ubuesque1 situation deserves some clarification concerning Poland, 
which, like the US, is a country torn between two conceptions of 
patriotism and of its own history. 
 
It is true that the international media have sometimes been guilty of 
using the term “Polish death camps”. While we all know that death 
camps in Poland were built there by the Germans to annihilate the 
Jewish people in Europe, it is necessary to examine this kind of phrase 
“Jewish People” (people juif, narod zydowski), or “Polish People” 
(people polonais, narod polski) more closely. It is noteworthy that we 
almost never use the expressions for certain other ‘groups’ like “English 
People” or “French People”. 
 
People – Narod – is a concept that has developed in the Slavic world and 
in the Balkans, regions where the identity of a cultural group coincided 
only partially with the identity of the state. The borders of Central and 
Eastern Europe have always been in constant motion, as evidenced in 
particular by the curious construction of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 
 
National belonging 
 
The term of Narod does not designate distinct representatives of a 
people, but rather its spirit and its historical continuity, something high-
level, abstract that goes beyond individualities. A notion that seems thus 
to make more sense for conservatives than for liberals. It should be noted 
that Polish has two terms relating to national affiliation: obywatelstwo 
(citizenship) and narodowosc (nationality in the sense of belonging to a 
community, which, in population censuses, is used to distinguish ethnic 
																																																								
1 In French, « Ubu the King » is a well-known and proverbial play by Alfred Jarry, that is set in 
« Poland – that is to say, nowhere ». « Ubuesque » in consequence means « absurd ».  
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or cultural minorities, among these “narodowosc”, we can select among 
others the categories “Polish”, “Jewish” or “Romani”). 
 
The law that has just been passed concerns “the protection of the 
reputation of the Republic of Poland and the Polish people”. Article 55a 
states: “Anyone who, in a public manner and contrary to the facts, 
attributes to the Polish People (Narod Polski) or to the Polish State the 
responsibility or co-responsibility for the Nazi crimes committed by the 
Third Reich [...], or for other actions that constitute crimes against peace, 
against humanity or war crimes, or grossly diminishes the responsibility 
of the actual perpetrators of such crimes, is punishable by up to three 
years in prison.”  
 
This formulation is the source of problems. First, the expression “Polish 
death camps”, at the origin of this legislation, does not appear anywhere 
in the text, which is allusive and contains several implicit elements. This 
lack of clarity makes it dangerously open to various interpretations. 
Secondly, in an international law, it is surprising to see the use of the 
term both romantic and imprecise “narod” whose translation can only be 
problematic, and is not adapted to international criminal law. 
 
“All of the people” 
 
The law translated into non-Slavic languages, where the notion of 
“people” (narod) is understood as “all of the people”, says, de facto, that 
the legislator prohibits the suggestion that Poles participated in the 
Holocaust. The law can therefore be read as prohibiting any person (with 
the exception of researchers and artists) from attributing to the Poles any 
crime against the Jewish people. This may not have been the intention of 
the legislator, but given the current text, it is difficult not to follow this 
line of interpretation. 
 
Finally, the very title of the law is also surprising, because if we accept the 
principle of a law of memory, on might suppose that it would be to 
defend the memory of the disappeared. However, the law does not insist 
on commemoration, but on the protection of Poland's reputation. 
 
The Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs has issued an expert opinion 
criticizing the bill. Similarly, the Israeli Embassy in Warsaw invited the 
authors of the text to discuss its formulation with the Yad Vashem 
Institute in Jerusalem. These warnings went unheeded, and, in the 
context of an internal political crisis due to the recent publication of 
information on the activities of marginalized neo-Nazi groups, the 
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decision was made to resolve the issue with an emergency vote. A 
particularly awkward choice since it was recorded the day before the 
commemoration of the International Holocaust Victims Day. 
 
In 2014, in Warsaw, a highly anticipated museum was opened, the Polin 
Museum (Polin meaning “Poland” in Yiddish and in Hebrew), which 
retraces a thousand years of history of the Jews of Poland. This museum 
is indeed a bearer of a desire of a part of the Poles to revive the history of 
a community whose absence has become increasingly troublesome 
because of unresolved and undiscussed episodes that older generations 
lived through.  
 
Two years later, another museum was inaugurated, that of the Poles who 
saved the Jews during the Second World War. The latter is named after 
the Ulma family who paid with their lives for their commitment to 
helping those targeted by the Nazi decrees. Declared Righteous among 
the Nations, the Ulma family is now considered as proof that the Poles 
were on the right side of history. The painful memory of the Poles' 
participation in the Shoah is in fact increasingly stifled by the celebration 
of that of these Righteous Poles. This is even more striking with the 
announced modification of the core exhibition in the Second World War 
Museum in Gdansk.  
 
Awakening or radicalization of consciousness 
 
This participation, inspired either by fear, greed or by antisemitism, has 
resurfaced through publications, including the book The Neighbours, by 
Jan Tomasz Gross (Fayard, 2002), which traces a mass murder 
perpetrated by Poles on their Jewish neighbours. The essay undoubtedly 
awoke several consciences but radicalized others, who saw it as just 
another attempt to undermine the Polish Narod. 
 
Classical anti-Semitism has no place in the official discourse in Poland, 
but memorial politics is only focused on the heroism of the Polish 
righteous and on Polish martyrology. Mentioning the participation of 
individuals in the crimes accompanying the project of the extermination 
of the Jewish people has become a taboo for some Poles. When Polish 
participation to the Shoah is quoted, as it was by president Andrzej Duda 
in a press conference on February 5, or the PM Mateusz Morawiecki in 
Munchen on February 17, only evil individuals are mentioned, whether 
they are Polish, Ukrainian or Jewish.  
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The lack of knowledge of the history and of the stakes of the Second 
World War emerging from discourses of several leading Polish political 
figures is stuns the historians. This surprising arrogance is rather new: in 
2001, President Aleksander Kwasniewski apologized in his name and “on 
behalf of those whose conscience was distressed” for one of the major 
crimes committed by the Poles against Jews (the Jedwabne pogrom, 
1941). 
 
The new law, badly written and megalomaniac, is only the emanation of 
ignorance and the result of petty political calculations, and should not be 
understood as antisemitic. However, following criticism from the Israeli 
authorities, the Polish response remains disappointing. 
 
Divided opinion 
Various forms of anti-Semitism have been reported since the end of 
January, and the authorities' reactions are not up to par. Note also that 
opinion is divided. Only 36% of Poles wanted the law to be signed, 
despite foreign criticism (39% are against signing, 14% have no opinion, 
and 11% have not heard about the issue). 
 
There are other signs that demons of the past have been awakened, with 
the undermining of some of the best work done in Poland around the 
Jewish heritage. Thus, “patriotic” circles in Poland launched a petition to 
dismiss Piotr Cywiński, the head of the Auschwitz Museum, accused of 
violating “Polish historical memory”. Mr Cywiński has done more for 
Poland since 1989 than the entire diplomatic corps. 
 
Some media have even suggested that there is a (Jewish?) plot to harm 
Poland, echoing the tragic events of March 1968 when about thirteen 
thousand Polish Jews were forced to leave the country after a so-called 
“anti-Zionist” campaign by the pro-Soviet government. Free from Soviet 
control for nearly thirty years, the Poles can no longer argue that it is the 
Nazi or Soviet occupiers who provoke the current anti-Semitic 
movement. 
 


