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The article argues that a central aspect of Israeli-Polish relations before 1967 was their
tripartite nature, involving the two states and Polish Jewry. The main goal of Israeli
diplomacy in Poland, to which it subordinated a variety of interests, even those that were
central to Israel’s foreign policy, was the immigration to Israel of Polish Jewry. The three
elements of the triangular relations (Israel, Poland, and Polish Jewry) influenced one
another through their policy and behavior, monitored each other, interpreted each
other’s actions, and reacted accordingly. The aliyah from Poland engendered a new
dynamic in the relations. Israel was able to implement its nation-building policy through
the immigration of a desired element, and the Polish authorities, by allowing emigration
of an unassimilable ethnonational minority, homogenized the nationalizing Polish state.
After the massive emigration of the Jews, another element connecting and reshaping
the three sides of the triangle emerged: the competition to represent the memory of
Polish Jewry, conceived, too, as an instrument in the nation-building process of both
states.
Keywords: Israeli foreign policy; aliyah; Polish Jewry; Poland; nation building

A triadic nexus
Between 1948 and 1967, Poland and Israel seemed to be peripheral to one another.
They belonged to two opposing geopolitical blocs and shared few economic interests.
Nevertheless, rarely have two countries been so deeply intertwined. This is because
Israeli-Polish diplomatic relations between 1948 and 1967 were not, in fact, bilateral
relations but part of what Rogers Brubaker has termed a “triadic nexus,” linking two states
shaped along ethnonational lines through a third element, a national minority with ties to
its “external national homeland.” Whereas such a triadic connection is often present in
countries with Jewish communities, it is particularly salient in the case of Poland, Israel,
and Polish Jewry.1
One component of this special triadic relationship was the government of postwar
Communist Poland, which acted mainly in the name of the Polish nation defined in
ethnocultural terms. In Brubaker’s terms, it employed a nationalizing policy toward its
national minorities.2 Vis-à-vis its Jewish minority Poland applied a dual policy. On the one
hand, the regime encouraged rapid acculturation and integration, while at the same time
creating an impressive network of Jewish cultural, social, and even religious organizations
that was more developed than that of other national minorities, despite being firmly under
the aegis of the ruling Communist Party (PZPR – Polska Zjednoczona Partia Robotnicza),
and also much more developed than anywhere else in the Soviet bloc.3 On the other hand, the
regime kept an eye on the Jews, whom it suspected of being in league with foreign
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elements.4 For instance, in early 1948 the Polish secret service stated that “all Jewish
political groups active among the Jews, with the exception of the PPR [Polska Partia
Robotnicza – the Communist Party before its union with the socialists to form the PZPR],
are dependent on foreign headquarters, for which the Jewish question in Poland is no more
than an instrument in the political game played by the leaders of such social groups.”5 The
Polish secret service not only monitored the activities of the Israeli legation. It also
monitored the last Zionists on Polish soil and other larger segments of the Jewish population,
and even inside the Communist Party looked for “enemy’s tentacles directed toward the
members of our party” of Jewish origin.6 The suspicion toward the Jews in Poland did not
disappear with the collapse of Stalinism in Poland and the return of Władysław Gomułka
to power; it continued throughout the 1960s.7 In addition, the regime criticized expressions
of Jewish nationalism, even though societal conditions were highly conducive to
ethnonational sentiments among them.8 In other words, the policy toward them was
simultaneously assimilationist and “dissimilationist,” integrative and differentialist.
The second component in these triangular relations was Israel, itself a nationalizing
state defined as a Jewish state. Its political elite asserted that Israel had the right, or even
an obligation, to monitor the conditions, promote the welfare, support the activities and
institutions, and protect the interests of their ethnonational fellows: the Jews worldwide,
including in Poland. However, in the case of Polish Jewry the ultimate task in this context
was to promote their aliyah (immigration to the Jewish state). In bilateral relations the
Jewish question was the crucial issue.
The third component of the triangular relations consisted of the Jews in Poland, an
ethnocultural minority defined as a national minority by the Polish state as well as by
Israel. These Jews were caught between two mutually exclusive nationalisms. They
belonged by citizenship to Poland but by ethnonational affinity to Israel, an external
national homeland. An analysis of different texts produced by leading figures of Polish
Jewry (resolutions, literary texts, essays, as well as autobiographical texts written
retrospectively) reveals that the writers largely adopted the ethnonational paradigm.9
In spite of the fact that all these materials have significant problems as sources, it is clear
that they reflect the adoption to varying degrees of ethnocultural and ethnonational
concepts.10 But the adoption of the ethnonational paradigm did not mean the adoption of
either nationalism. On the contrary, the leading voices among postwar Polish Jewry often
rejected both the Israeli claim to monitor their situation and speak on their behalf (as they
wanted to represent their own interests) and the increasingly nationalizing Polish nationalcommunism that tried to marginalize the Jewish presence, leading in practice to the
emigration of the vast majority of Jews, wave after wave.11 The famous Polish poet
Czesław Milosz expressed their dilemma sensitively: “For many who must choose
between their Polish fatherland and the fear that they will remain hated ‘outsiders’ in it, the
decision is not easy and even contains tragic elements.”12
These triangular relations (Israel, Poland, and Polish Jewry) were so closely
intertwined that they created a special dialectic which led to constant changes within each
of the three components. This article will follow the dynamics of these relations, with
particular focus on the perspective of Israeli diplomacy.
Israel and its ethnic co-nationals in Poland
In the context of Israeli foreign policy, this triadic nexus was not exclusive to relations
with Poland. As the first Israeli prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, explained at the first
meeting of the entire Israeli diplomatic corps in 1950, “the State of Israel is different from
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other countries because it is not a state of its inhabitants but rather exists for the
ingathering of all diaspora communities. . . . Our representatives are different because they
are not envoys to the gentiles but to the Jews.”13 For Israel Barzilai, the first Israeli
minister in Warsaw, aliyah was the main point on the Israeli agenda vis-à-vis Poland. His
main effort, and the main effort of Israeli diplomatic missions throughout the 1950s and
1960s, was to open the gates to Jewish emigration or increase the probability of such
emigration.14
In the immediate postwar period Zionist efforts to establish a Jewish state were
actively supported by the Polish state through diplomatic actions,15 military support for
the nascent state,16 and, most importantly, by opening the Polish border to Jewish
emigration (legal or illegal).17 However, when Barzilai presented his credentials in
Warsaw in the autumn of 1948, Jewish emigration from Poland had been banned after the
big wave of postwar emigration permitted by the Polish authorities, during which around
130,000 immigrants had left Poland, the vast majority in the summer and fall of 1946,
following the Kielce pogrom of 4 July 1946.18 Nonetheless, an active community of
around 100,000 Jews remained in Poland.19 In August 1949, after long negotiations and
internal discussions, Władysław Wolski, the minister of public administration (actually
minister of interior), informed Barzilai that Jewish emigration would be allowed for a
certain period of time. This change in Polish policy toward Jewish emigration from Poland
was not only the result of the relatively friendly relations between the two states, which
indeed existed, despite what Barzilai described as the “increasing reservation” toward
Israel that Poland manifested even immediately after the establishment of diplomatic
relations.20 This “reservation” was a direct outcome of the Cold War and the alignment of
each of the states in opposing geopolitical blocs. At this time the secret police began to
monitor the activities of the Israeli legation in Warsaw. Their first report explained that
the monitoring was necessary because, as a result of the “50 years of British control of
Palestine and . . . its specific importance and location, British intelligence agents were
densely dispersed, [and] it is suspected that members of the legation would be recruited by
them.”21 This suspicious attitude existed even though, with one exception, all of the
members of the legation, including Barzilai, belonged to the Mapam Party, which had a
strong pro-Soviet orientation.
Nor can the change in emigration policy be attributed only to the lengthy negotiations
of Barzilai with the Polish authorities and his endless explanations about the urgent needs
of the young state.22 First and foremost it resulted from the nation-building needs of the
national-communist Polish state, which was willing to permit what it saw as undesirable
elements (“clericals and Zionists”) to emigrate to Israel.23
Thus, in late 1949, Poland was the only East European country with a significant
Jewish population that permitted emigration to Israel. This policy highlighted the
differences among the different states of the Soviet bloc, especially the Soviet Union and
Poland, with regard to Jewish emigration in particular and Jewish issues in general. Israeli
Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett considered this policy the achievement of Israel’s primary
goal in Poland. For Sharett, Barzilai, and many others, the successful integration of Jewish
immigrants from Poland was crucial to the ongoing “liquidation of the diaspora in
Poland,” as well as in other parts of Eastern Europe. They believed that their successful
integration might lead other East European countries to allow Jewish emigration to Israel,
in particular Romania and Hungary, which had just banned such emigration, but there is no
doubt that Sharett hoped the Soviet Union would also start allowing Jews to leave for
Israel.24 Shmuel Eliashiv, director of the Eastern Europe Division in the Israeli Foreign
Ministry and later Israeli minister to the USSR, wrote to Sharett that “if, Heaven forbid,
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we fail [with respect to immigration from Poland], it may cause severe harm to our
struggle for immigration from other countries as well. From this standpoint, it is essential
to pay special attention to the immigrants from Poland.”25 Sharett adopted this view and
asked the government to support positive discrimination in favor of the Polish immigrants.
The success of the absorption of Polish Jewry in the Israeli nation-state was seen as a
necessary condition for implementing the aliyah policy regarding East European Jews,
who were considered a valuable element in the nation-building process.26
However, aliyah from Poland in 1949 –50 was limited and selective. The Polish
Communist Party restricted the number of potential emigrants to 15,000, encouraging
the emigration of Zionists and religious Jews, while making it difficult for “workers
and the working intelligentsia” to emigrate.27 This policy was also a result of conflicts
and contradictory tendencies among the ruling circles. On the one hand, some circles
supported a relatively liberal policy toward Jewish emigration, whereas others wanted to
limit it. The latter included leading figures among the local Jewish communist circles who
opposed the Jews’ desire to emigrate because it weakened Polish society.28 Sharett was
aware of this dual Polish policy toward Jewish emigration: “on the one hand permitting
aliyah in principle and in practice but on the other hand ensuring that there are in fact few
immigrants.”29 This dual policy resulted in increased diplomatic efforts to convince the
Polish leadership to ease emigration.
The dynamics of the emigration process on the one hand, and the inner struggles and
discussions within the Polish state and party apparatus on the other hand, brought about
a radical change in the size and social composition of Polish Jewry. First and foremost,
the number of emigrants was twice as many as the Polish communist authorities had
estimated: by the end of the wave of aliyah in 1950, around 28,000 –29,000 Polish Jews
had emigrated to Israel.30 The Jewish community in Poland diminished significantly by
one third to around 70,000 Jews. Second, the social characteristics of the emigrants
changed the nature of the remaining Jewish community. Most of the emigrants were
connected to commerce or were traditional craftsmen (tailors, for instance), as well as
religious or traditional Jews and Zionists.31
The centrality of aliyah in the relations with Poland and other states of the Soviet bloc
was well known. Barzilai tried to use the question of aliyah from Eastern Europe in
general and Poland in particular to change the Western orientation of Israel. According to
Barzilai, the Jewish immigration had to be taken into account even when considering
Israel’s alignment in the increasingly polarized international arena. In other words,
Barzilai used the pretext of aliyah to influence even the most central issue in the foreign
policy of the new state. At the aforementioned meeting of Israeli diplomats, Barzilai
clashed with Prime Minister Ben-Gurion, asserting that Israel should
implement a policy of non-alignment, with an Eastern, not other, slant [i.e., not the Western
slant favored by Ben-Gurion], because after the war years it is from the East [East European
countries] that the main wave of immigration will come, and it is there that an ardent desire for
emigration exists. I say this taking into account that aliyah is the main issue in our foreign
policy in the East [Eastern Europe].32

After this clash between Barzilai and the prime minister, it is not surprising that the former
noisily resigned his post a few months later.33
The emphasis on the emigration of Polish Jewry to Israel was a constant theme
throughout the period discussed here. Even the Polish ban on Jewish emigration to Israel
between 1951 and 1956 did not change the Israeli policy of promoting and encouraging
Jewish emigration. The issue was raised – and not always in diplomatic tones – in
numerous meetings throughout the first half of the 1950s. As in a fixed ritual, the Israeli
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side requested, demanded, insisted that Poland allow emigration, on the basis of endless
pretexts and reasons, and the Polish side cited the negligible number of potential
emigrants. Poland depicted the Israeli insistence on Jewish emigration as interference in
internal Polish affairs. According to the Polish understanding of international relations
and international law, Israel could not legitimately claim the right to protect its ethnic
co-nationals who lived in Poland and held Polish citizenship. In this context the triadic
nexus became extremely conflictual: in public, both countries portrayed the Polish
Jews exclusively as Polish citizens. However, behind the scenes, both countries often
emphasized the Polish Jews’ national link to Jews outside Poland – especially in Israel.
In opposition to Poland’s overt characteristic assertion that the status of the Jewish
minority in Poland was a strictly internal matter, Israeli ethnopolitical conceptions
regarded its right and responsibilities vis-à-vis Jewish kin as transcending the boundaries
of territory and citizenship. Inevitably, a clash between the two states arose over whether
and how Israel should be a homeland for the Polish Jews in Poland.
In the second half of the 1950s a huge wave of emigration began, reaching its peak in
1957 when 31,619 Jews emigrated to Israel.34 It was a result of deep changes in Poland. First
and foremost, the post-Stalin “Thaw” in Poland after the so-called “Polish October” – the
events that brought the reformist Władyslaw Gomulka back to power – led to a certain
liberalization of Polish society. However, the climate that accompanied the Thaw in Poland
brought, too, a huge wave of anti-Semitism.35 When Polish policy toward Jewish
emigration changed, permitting broad segments of the Jewish population to emigrate on
“humanitarian” grounds, Katriel Katz, the Israeli minister in Warsaw, declared that
“Expediting aliyah remains our most urgent task.”36 Israel saw the easing of restrictions on
Jewish emigration as a propitious occasion for bringing the Polish Jewish community to
Israel, and the Israeli legation in Warsaw did its best to achieve this. The triadic nexus took
on a new dynamic. Israel could achieve its nation-building goals through the immigration
of a desired and assimilable element, while Poland could achieve a more homogenous
ethnonational identity by allowing the emigration of non-ethnic Polish citizens. Polish
Jewry changed as well, in both numbers and social composition. Most of its leaders, as in a
Greek tragedy, struggled against Polish Communist ethnonationalist conceptions of
citizenship that regarded non-ethnic Poles as “others” and demanded overt and vigorous
actions and reactions against anti-Semitism. At the same time, they tried to assuage the
widespread panic among Jews and even sought to limit Jewish emigration to Israel.37
After the large wave of emigration of the second half of the 1950s, estimated at 48,381,
the number of Jews in Poland diminished drastically. In October 1960, the Israeli legation
in Warsaw estimated that 24,260 Jews remained in Poland.38 Nonetheless, its main goal
did not change. As Rehavam Amir, the Israeli chargé d’affaires in the late 1950s and early
1960s, explicitly stated when analyzing the bilateral relations: “The one and only factor
. . . in our relations with Poland is the aliyah of the remaining Jews. Every request, every
reaction, every remark from our side should be considered in the context of its impact on
the aliyah question.” This was one of many such remarks. On another occasion he said:
“What are our aims in Poland? . . . First and foremost, to solve the question of the
liquidation of this diaspora community.”39 All other issues were subordinated to it.
Despite such statements, Jewish emigration was not the only topic on the bilateral
agenda, which included other important issues such as economic relations, ties through
Poland with other states in the Soviet bloc (especially the Soviet Union), and cultural
exchanges. However, the emigration agenda often dictated the handling of these other
issues.
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For example, Israel was ready to sacrifice some of its economic interests in order to
promote Jewish emigration from Poland. When Poland banned emigration in the early
1950s, the Israeli legation attempted to link economic agreements with aliyah. Israel
offered large payments for Polish goods in hard currency in exchange for Polish consent to
Jewish emigration.40 But this method, though successful in Romania, did not work in this
case. The Polish government rejected the idea, labeling such a transaction immoral – as if it
were more moral to prevent people from emigrating if they wanted to do so.41 We can
understand this policy only in the context of the triadic nexus: Israel preferred to perceive
the Jews as its potential citizens because they were co-nationals, whereas Poland considered
them as co-citizens, so that the Israeli offer was seen as interference in internal Polish
affairs. Later, when the Polish state unilaterally changed the terms of transactions
involving services rendered by the Israeli aeronautics industry in the early 1960s (the
“Bedek question,” a very delicate issue due to the Cold War), Israel did not react harshly for
fear of harming emigration to Israel.42
In the 1960s a new issue arose: Poland’s payment of pensions to Polish citizens who
had moved to Israel.43 From a legal point of view, Israel invoked international agreements
as well as natural justice. However, behind these issues was the aim of encouraging aliyah
and putting an end to the Jewish presence on Polish soil: “How can we increase the number
of Jewish immigrants?” asked an annual report in 1964: “The question of the pensions: . . .
it is plausible that the resolution of such a question by negotiations between the State of
Israel and the Polish authorities will lead to the immigration of a large number of families,
and we are very interested in this.”44 Israel repeatedly brought up the pension issue despite
the risk of adversely affecting the fragile bilateral ties.45
In the late 1950s and early 1960s, when Poland did allow Jewish emigration, the Israeli
policy was to tolerate Polish criticism of Israel, which was often offensive or provocative,
so as not to jeopardize aliyah. When Dov Sattath, the Israeli minister in Warsaw, wanted to
respond harshly to accusations of the legation’s interference in internal Polish affairs
(at that time the legation provided varying kinds of support to much of Polish Jewry), his
superiors ordered him to abstain from any firm measures because “the continuation of
correct relations with Poland and the continuation of aliyah are more important than any
formalistic behavior.”46 Rehavam Amir, the Israeli minister in Warsaw in the late 1950s
and early 1960s, wrote to his superior in Jerusalem: “I would like to stress that on more
than one occasion in the context of our [diplomatic] relations I have felt the need to react
severely and firmly, and on every occasion I have had to restrain myself because it could
have interfered with achieving our main goal” – the aliyah of the remaining Jews in
Poland. Until what he termed as the “liquidation of the Jewish diaspora in Poland,” Israel
could not afford to defend its own honor.47
Even cultural ties, which were an important means of maintaining contact with the
local Jewish population, were often subordinated to the “Jewish” agenda.48 Even during
the Stalinist era, Israel tried to maintain some cultural connection with the Jewish religious
community and was relatively open about these activities.49 In the late 1950s and early
1960s, when bilateral relations improved, Israel sought to expand these cultural ties.50
Despite the risk to the quality of bilateral relations, Israeli diplomats encouraged the study
of Hebrew and Jewish history and maintained ties with Jewish cultural institutions
(including leading figures in the Jewish theater).51 Sometimes, the Polish side viewed these
cultural activities as something positive – a safety valve for the limited relations – rather
than as an agent in reinforcing Polish Jews’ ties with Israel.52 The Israeli diplomats
proposed a long series of cultural exchanges so that it would be possible to bring cultural
figures from Israel to Poland.53 The Israeli approach to cultural ties with Eastern Europe
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was summed up by Foreign Minister Abba Eban in a report to the Israeli government on
his trip to Warsaw in 1966: “The issue of cultural exchange is of vital importance. . . .
[Bringing an Israeli] fiddler or pianist, a writer, a painter, an artist [is important] in such
places where the Jews [are living] . . . thus [cultural exchanges] are of the highest
significance.”54
However, Israeli policy vis-à-vis the Jewish question in Poland posed diverse
dilemmas. How involved should Israel be in spreading Jewish culture, and what kind of
Jewish content should it disseminate? Should Polish Jewry be given material support by
Israeli agencies or should Israel recruit Western Jewry to provide such support? If the latter,
to what extent? How vehemently should Israel express its concerns about anti-Semitic
incidents? To what extent should Israel involve world Jewry in what was going on among
Polish Jewry? How and to what extent should Israel try to influence the Polish Jewish
leadership? How could the anti-Zionist attitude of the Jewish communist leadership be
neutralized? And finally: to what extent were the interests of local Jewry identical to Israel’s
interests?
These dilemmas were especially salient in the late 1950s when mounting antiSemitism led to an increase in emigration. Moshe Avidan, the Israeli chargé d’affaires in
Warsaw in June 1956, explained in a telegram to the Israeli Foreign Ministry why caution
was recommended in reacting to instances of Polish anti-Semitism at this sensitive time:
Please, consider carefully if publishing in the Israeli or the Western press about the antiSemitism is worthwhile. The reasons pro and con: pro, perhaps it will motivate the [Polish]
government to implement vigorous measures to combat the anti-Semitism. Con, the
publication might harm chances of aliyah. The Polish government would not want to admit
that it is unable or unwilling to terminate the persecution of the Jews and it will fear that a flow
of Jewish immigration will be interpreted as such.55

Israeli Foreign Minister Golda Meir explicitly asked the editors of Israeli newspapers not to
report on anti-Semitism in Poland or to express overt criticism of the Polish government.
She emphasized the importance of friendly relations with Poland and the need “to avoid
exaggerated unilateral criticism in order to maintain the flow of aliyah,”56 believing that
aliyah was the best way to save the Jews from anti-Semitism.
The reluctance to condemn Polish anti-Semitism reflected the paramount importance
attributed to aliyah with regard to Jewish survival compared with the threat posed by antiSemitism. The tension between Israel’s interests (as understood by the Israeli diplomats
appointed to deal with Polish Jewry) and the economic or social interests of the Jews in
Poland is particularly salient in the context of support from Jewish institutions in the West.
For instance, although the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) and the
Jewish educational and vocational training organization ORT were regarded as important
agents in supporting Jewish life in Poland and were praised for doing so, they were also
criticized for helping to maintain diaspora life in Poland. Such ambivalence is evident in an
annual report on the situation of Polish Jewry in 1964, written by the Israeli diplomats
appointed to maintain ties with the Jews of Poland: “What is the purpose of such assistance?
Toward what Jewish aims are they working? Does the Jewish people have the right
to support indiscriminately activities that, due to objective circumstances, will lead to
assimilation and auto-liquidation when another option exists, the option of aliyah?”57
On another level, Israel considered Poland the best East European channel for
improving relations with the Soviet Union. On several occasions in the 1950s and 1960s,
Israeli diplomats asked Polish diplomats to mediate between Israel and the Soviets.
Poland, for instance, mediated in 1953 between Israel and the Soviet Union in order to
renew diplomatic relations after the Soviets severed them.58 However, the triadic nexus
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existed in this context, too. Sometimes the Polish mediators told the Israelis: “Eliminate
the crucial obstacle, the focus on the issue of Soviet Jewry”;59 or “Stop describing the
Soviet Union as anti-Semitic. . . . There will be no improvement unless you stop this”; or
“If you want to improve relations, stop pressing this issue.” According to Abba Eban, such
statements must have been made with Soviet approval.60 The Israeli government refused
to change its policy on Soviet Jewry even though a change could have been beneficial in
the international arena.
The Israeli legation’s special interest in the local Jewish population often led to clashes
and diplomatic incidents, some public, some behind the scenes. Against Israel’s claims of
transborder responsibility, Poland asserted that the status of the Jewish minority in Poland
was a strictly internal affair. Nevertheless, Israel understood that it was dealing with
foreign citizens, while the Polish authorities did not stop treating the Jewish population
as ethnonational aliens transnationally related to non-Polish citizens.61 Often Israeli
diplomats associated with Nativ (the branch of the Israeli secret service dealing with East
European Jewry) were declared persona non grata because of their activities among Polish
Jewry.62
The Polish complaints about Israeli interference in internal Polish affairs and activities
“leading to Jewish identification with Israel” reached the Israeli foreign minister.63 Highranking Israeli diplomats were told by the Polish Ministry of Foreign affairs on more than
one occasion: “It would also help to improve our relations if, in your consular activities in
general, you would draw a clear line between Israeli citizens and others.”64 Often the
dilemma of improving relations by breaking the triadic nexus or risking the relations by
reinforcing it was resolved in favor of the second option.
The central goal of Israeli diplomacy in Poland in the two decades after 1948 was
to overcome the discrepancy between ethnocultural and ethnopolitical boundaries, an
imperative in the nation-building process according to the logic of ethnonationalism.
Indeed, a variety of interests were subordinated to this goal. The two other parts of the
triadic nexus also had to relate to this logic. Throughout the period discussed here, the
Polish state did not stop treating its Jewish population as a kind of ethnonational “other”
among “us” (Polish citizens), excessively tied to a foreign country and therefore suspected
of not being “patriotic” enough.65 The ethnonational logic in the Polish nation-building
process led to permitting Jewish emigration, thereby changing the very composition of
Polish society through ethnic homogenization. The third element, local Jewry and its
leadership, was also affected, as it was caught increasingly in the contradiction between
the ethnonational logic of nation building and a shrinking civic-minded conception of
nation building. Emigration reduced the numbers of the Jewish minority and thus
hampered the continuation of Jewish cultural life in Poland as well.66
“Our” memory, “foreign” memory
“Only after the resolution of the question of aliyah from Poland should our relations
normalize,” Amir stated in 1960, when the number of Jews in Poland had dropped
considerably due to emigration, mainly to Israel.67 But was this indeed the case? On the
one hand, as the Jewish population in Poland diminished, the issue of Jewish emigration
naturally became less salient; on the other hand, the issue did not disappear and bilateral
relations did not “normalize” (according to Amir’s interpretation of “normal”), but rather
were reshaped, becoming increasingly tied to Holocaust remembrance. Indeed, the
bilateral relations during the two decades described here were constantly under the shadow
of the Holocaust. The omnipresent memory of the Holocaust in Poland for the Israelis was
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summed up by a diplomat stationed in Poland in a personal letter in the mid-1960s: “It’s
interesting how Poland affects you. Before coming [here], I felt distant from the subject
of the Holocaust. Now I’m living the subject insofar as the concept of ‘living’ is at all
appropriate.”68
The contested character of Holocaust memory was expressed annually around the
commemoration of the Warsaw Ghetto revolt. References to the role of Zionists in
the revolt and the participation of an Israeli delegation in the ceremonies were a kind of
barometer of the relations between the two states.69 However, the main bone of contention
concerned who had the right to shape that memory. As in the case of its ties with Polish
Jewry, Israel repeatedly claimed the right to be involved in shaping the memory of the
Holocaust in Poland. For Israel the Jewish memory transcended boundaries of territory
and citizenship. In this sense, Israel as a “homeland” was an ethnopolitical category, not a
geopolitical one. Israeli diplomats in Poland asserted that this shared nationhood made
Israel not only responsible to some extent for its own citizens and Jewish co-nationals
living in Poland but also for the Jewish memory there. And this memory not only
intertwined the three elements of the triadic relationship but even affected the right of each
of them to shape it.
Probably the best example of this complicated triadic nexus arose around the issue of
the right of each of the three elements to design the monument at Auschwitz. In 1959 the
Polish authorities accepted the International Auschwitz Committee’s initiative for national
pavilions at Auschwitz, to be established by countries whose nationals had perished in the
camp.70 But it was not clear who was entitled to erect a Jewish pavilion depicting the brutal
suffering and death of the majority of the victims.71 At first, the professional rank in the
Israeli Foreign Ministry expressed no interest in the project, but it changed its mind under
pressure from organizations of Polish Jews in Israel and the World Federation of Polish
Jewry.72 This pressure began shortly after the start of the Eichmann trial in Jerusalem in
1961, which brought the Holocaust to Israeli public consciousness, beginning a process
that transformed it into an essential component of Israeli identity.73 The social climate
surrounding the Eichmann trial probably heightened the interest of high-ranking Foreign
Ministry officials in the issue of Holocaust commemoration. They were aware of the
diplomatic consequences, even vis-à-vis the Polish state.74 From the Israeli point of view, it
was only natural for Israel to erect a pavilion dedicated to the Jews killed in AuschwitzBirkenau, not because Israel represented world Jewry, but because most survivors of the
camp lived in Israel and because Israel was the national home of the Jewish people.75
The International Auschwitz Committee, meeting in Budapest in December 1962,
unanimously approved the establishment of an Israeli pavilion.76 Although the professional
diplomats in the ministry did not enthusiastically support the idea, the political echelon,
especially Foreign Minister Golda Meir, insisted on its importance. Even when the
difficulties seemed insurmountable, she did not give up; instead she encouraged the
diplomatic echelon to become involved and to insist on carrying out the project.77
Several leading figures in the Polish government (such as Foreign Minister Adam
Rapacki and Deputy Culture Minister Kazimierz Rusinek) supported the idea of an Israeli
pavilion alongside other pavilions erected by countries whose citizens had perished in
Auschwitz-Birkenau. Rusinek even told Avigdor Dagan, the Israeli representative in
Warsaw, when it was not yet clear if Israel would take part in the enterprise, “It will be
good and right if an Israeli pavilion is erected.”78 In Poland, however, the Israeli pavilion
was a contested issue. Rusinek (supported by Rapacki) could not get the proposition
passed.79 The Polish government rejected Israeli participation and transmitted this
decision to the Israeli ambassador.80 The Jews, who had suffered and been murdered
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in Auschwitz-Birkenau more than any other nation, were Polish citizens, the government
said, and their sufferings would be represented in the Polish pavilion. The annihilation of
Jews from other countries would be represented in each of the other national pavilions.
The State of Israel was created after the war and there was no reason for an Israeli pavilion
since no Israeli citizen had perished there; moreover, the government claimed, Israel did
not represent the Jewish people as a whole.81 This was a manipulative justification for a
number of reasons: most Polish Jews had been murdered in Treblinka, Majdanek, and
Bełżec and not in Auschwitz; moreover Israel had said beforehand that it did not represent
world Jewry per se, even though most of the survivors of the camp lived in Israel; and
finally, another state that had been established after the war, East Germany, did receive a
pavilion.82
The Polish decision provoked consternation among the Israelis. According to Dov
Sattath, the resolution had been passed mainly due to pressure from the Soviet Union.
However, other factors were probably involved, too: infighting between factions within
the party; early signs of “anti-Zionist” agitation in various Polish government circles and
institutions, including the Union of Fighters for Freedom and Democracy (ZBoWiD), led
by Mieczysław Moczar; and the stance of the TSKŻ, the Jewish social and cultural
association.83
Indeed, the third part of the triadic nexus – Polish Jewry as organized in the TSKŻ –
played a central role in the struggle over the right to shape the memory of the Holocaust.
The TSKŻ denied Israel’s right to dictate how the Holocaust should be remembered
on Polish soil. Formally, the leaders of the TSKŻ did not recognize Israel or its
representatives in Poland as having any special status.84 The TSKŻ considered itself the
representative of Polish Jewry and believed that as such it had the right to erect a Jewish
exposition in the Polish pavilion instead of having Polish Jewry memorialized in an Israeli
pavilion or a Jewish pavilion erected by Israel according to Israeli conceptions. The TSKŻ
demanded the right to shape the memory of the Holocaust in accordance with its own
ideology. Clashes between the TSKŻ and Israeli representatives were therefore frequent
and prominent, especially in ceremonies commemorating the Warsaw Ghetto uprising.85
In addition, the TSKŻ’s reduced access to the centers of power may have prompted its
insistence on being involved in erecting the pavilion and blocking Israeli participation, in an
attempt to strengthen its own position.86 Rusinek even told the Israeli ambassador in
undiplomatic and revealing terms that the TSKŻ “gang” had addressed the Politburo in an
attempt to prevent an Israeli pavilion and erect a “Jewish” pavilion instead. Rusinek was
opposed to allowing the TSKŻ to erect it.87
Moshe Avidan, the Israeli ambassador to Poland at the time, asserted: “If the Poles do
not offer us the pavilion with good grace, it would be better not to press them and to
completely renounce it. Unlike many of my friends, I think that the entire Oświe˛cim
[Auschwitz] camp is a monument to the Jewish Shoah, so the erection of a Jewish pavilion
that is supposed to represent the Jewish issue would paradoxically diminish it.”88 Avidan’s
proposal was not accepted. Despite long deliberations among Foreign Ministry officials,
some of whom accepted Avidan’s premise, Foreign Minister Golda Meir instructed the
Israeli representatives to persuade the Poles to agree to an Israeli pavilion.89 Israeli
diplomacy was enlisted to promote the goal of enabling Israel to shape the memory of the
Holocaust in accordance with its own conceptions.
As noted, Rusinek believed that an Israeli pavilion was desirable, and the International
Auschwitz Committee approved the idea. A refusal to let Israel participate would be
interpreted as discriminatory. Moreover, consent would resolve the question of who
should erect the pavilion. Israel, it seems, was the best of several undesirable agents such
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as the JDC and the World Jewish Congress, while, according to Rusinek, the TSKŻ had
no money.90
The triadic nexus was now joined by a fourth element, which was connected to the
local Jewish leadership as well as to Israeli government agencies: organized world Jewry,
which tried to influence the Polish government. Alexander Easterman, a leading figure in
the World Jewish Congress, paid a visit to Deputy Foreign Minister Józef Winiewicz in
April 1963 at which he protested the Polish government’s refusal to include a specifically
Jewish pavilion in its scheme for memorial pavilions to be erected by governments
(France, the Netherlands, East Germany, and others) commemorating their nationals
murdered at Auschwitz. In his long and somewhat impassioned criticism, Easterman
noted that even though the overwhelming majority of victims at Auschwitz had been Jews,
“the Polish Government had rejected a proposal that the Israel Government would erect a
Jewish Pavilion.” Speaking on behalf of world Jewry, Easterman urged
that the Polish government should consider the sense of deepest indignation which will
inevitably rise throughout world Jewry if the Government persisted in excluding a distinctive
Jewish memorial building from its plans, because not only were Jews the overwhelming
majority of the millions destroyed at Auschwitz, but the very name, Auschwitz, had become
the symbol of the whole tragic martyrdom of the six million European Jews annihilated by the
Nazis.

Referring to the formalistic reason that Israel had not existed at the time, he said:
“Political and technical considerations have no place in any commemoration of the Jewish
martyrs of Auschwitz or elsewhere. The essential issue was that the Jewish martyrdom was
sui generis in the whole sordid story of Nazi savagery and must not be obscured.”91
According to Easterman’s report to Israeli Foreign Minister Golda Meir, Winiewicz
“without replying . . . picked up the telephone and spoke for several minutes to someone
in Polish. When he had finished he said to me ‘You will have the Jewish Pavilion; the plans
will be worked out in this ministry, under the direction of the man with whom I have just
been speaking.’”92 Easterman regarded the answer as an achievement. Stefan Grajek, a
leading figure in the world organization of Jewish combatants and partisans, was given a
similar answer two years later.93
However, the Israeli Foreign Ministry considered such proposals insufficient because
they did not explicitly call for Israel to do the job. There was still the possibility that the
Polish government would build a Jewish pavilion independently in order – as the Israeli
ambassador put it – “to falsify and to adapt all [the events of the Holocaust] to their
political conceptions. Or more accurately, those of the Soviets, who are working behind
the scenes”94 People in both Israeli Holocaust museums (Yad Vashem and the Ghetto
Fighters’ House) voiced their disapproval of obscuring the Jewish identity of the victims
behind the mask of citizenship.95 As Sattath noted, “our explanations that Hitler did not
make any legal differentiation regarding the citizenship of the Jews, that he did not care if
they were Dutch citizens, French, Czechoslovakians or whatever, did not help at all.”96
Nahum Goldmann, president of the World Jewish Congress, proposed creating a world
committee of Jewish experts and personalities as an advisory board on the establishment of
the Jewish pavilion.97 The Israeli authorities accepted a compromise: the Jewish pavilion
would be erected by a commission comprising people from the ŻIH (the Jewish Historical
Institute in Warsaw), Yad Vashem, and others, in an institutional nexus connecting Israel,
Poland, and Polish Jewry.98 To the Israelis, this compromise made it possible to secure
“our status when determining the character of the site.”99 However, Yad Vashem served
mainly as the source of material and not as an equal partner in planning the pavilion; this
provoked renewed tension around the construction of the memory.100 The tension did not
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cease even when diplomatic relations between the two states were severed in the wake of
the June 1967 war and the Jewish pavilion was opened; it lasted even after the peak of the
anti-Jewish campaign in spring 1968.101
The Eichmann trial triggered a new dynamic in the triadic nexus regarding the struggle
over Holocaust remembrance. As Hanna Yablonka points out, as a result of the Eichmann
trial the Israeli educational system “discovered” the Holocaust as a means of connecting
Israeli youth to their Jewish heritage.102 As mentioned above, Holocaust remembrance in
Israel was closely related to Poland, which was considered a “natural” setting for shaping
the memory of the Holocaust among Israeli and diaspora Jews. Indeed, the first initiatives
for student “pilgrimages” were proposed in 1963 as a way of promoting Holocaust
remembrance among Israeli youth as the heirs of East European Jewry in general and
Polish Jewry in particular. In early 1965, the Israeli Ministry of Education even considered
the possibility of a massive pilgrimage of Jews from Israel and other countries to the
extermination camps. It requested assistance from the Foreign Ministry, which eagerly
complied. The first organized trip by Israeli youth to Poland took place that year.103 In the
summer of 1966, a second group made the pilgrimage. This was a group of students from a
teachers’ college, whose three-week tour took them to the main Holocaust-related sites
and addressed the history of Polish Jewry; participants met with local Jews, both survivors
and young people.104 Although the Education Ministry intended to continue the project,
the rupture of diplomatic relations froze it for three decades.105
This new Israeli civic ritual, which became a kind of rite of passage, reshaped the
triadic nexus. The Polish authorities were reluctant to allow such a project, as it could
present an undesirable image of Poland, while the Israeli diplomats insisted on the public
presentation of positive impressions in order to minimize the Polish lack of enthusiasm.106
The Israeli Ministry of Education tried to arrange encounters between Israeli youth and
local Jewish youth, probably believing that such contacts would deepen the Jewish identity
of the Israelis while creating Jewish national awareness among Jewish youth in Poland,
in both cases promoting Zionist goals.107 The TSKŻ avoided such encounters in the belief
that they might thwart its attempts to maintain Jewish life in the Polish People’s
Republic.108
This new dynamic of the triadic nexus altered relations between the two states and
Polish Jewry and thus their attitudes toward the Holocaust and its commemoration. As in
the earlier period, with regard to the Jews who remained in Poland, the memory of the
Holocaust engendered a new wave of confrontation. On the one hand, the Israeli Foreign
Ministry, as a branch of the ethnonational Jewish state, considered itself entitled to
shape the memory of the Holocaust. On the other hand, it understood its limitations
because it was acting on foreign soil. The Polish authorities were immersed in a similar
contradiction: on the one hand, the monuments were situated on its sovereign territory; on
the other hand, they could not have exclusive control over their character because of the
victims’ Jewish, and thus foreign, ethnonational identity. The leaders of Polish Jewry
regarded the memory as belonging to the local Jews and considered themselves entitled
to shape it, but they realized that most surviving Polish Jews had opted to rebuild their
lives abroad. Moreover, a “Jewish” monument kept the connection to transnational Jewry,
in Israel and elsewhere, alive for them.
Conclusion
A central aspect of Israeli-Polish relations before 1967 was their tripartite nature,
involving the two states and Polish Jewry. Here I have concentrated on the importance
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ascribed by Israel to Polish Jewry, especially Jewish emigration to Israel and later
commemorations of the Jewish past on Polish soil. It was a contested field of relations.
Countering Israel’s claims of transborder responsibility, Poland asserted that the status of
the Jewish minority in Poland was a strictly internal matter. Nonetheless, Israel accepted
that it was dealing with foreign citizens, and the Polish authorities continued treating the
Jewish population as ethnonational aliens transnationally related to non-Polish citizens.
Israeli diplomacy, faced with the dilemma of improving relations by breaking the triadic
nexus or risking the relations by reinforcing the triadic nexus, often chose the second
option. The ongoing efforts of Israeli diplomats in the two decades after 1948 that sought
to end the discrepancy between ethnocultural and ethnopolitical boundaries subordinated a
variety of interests to this central goal.
The three elements of the nexus influenced one another through their policy or
behavior, monitored each other, interpreted each other’s actions, and reacted accordingly.
For instance, aliyah from Poland engendered a new dynamic in the triadic nexus. Israel
was able to implement its nation-building policy through the immigration of a desired and
assimilable element. The Polish authorities, by allowing emigration of an unassimilable
ethnonational Jewish element, homogenized the nationalizing Polish state. Polish Jewry
changed, too, decreasing in numbers.
After the massive emigration of the Jews, another issue emerged that connected and
reshaped the three elements: the competition to represent the memory of what was now a
tiny minority of the Polish population, Polish Jewry. This competition even brought a
fourth element into the relationship: organized world Jewry. Indeed, the triadic nexus had
a constant impact on relations between Poland and Israel. Even today it remains an
important factor in these relations.
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In Najnowsze dzieje Żydów w Polsce w zarysie (do 1950 roku) (Outlines of recent history of the
Jews in Poland until 1950), ed. Jerzy Tomaszewski, 387– 477. Warsaw: PWN, 1993.
Aleksiun, Natalia. Doka˛d dalej? Ruch syjonistyczny w Polsce (1944 – 1950) (Where next?
The Zionist movement in Poland, 1944– 1950). Warsaw: Trio, 2002.
Auerbach, Karen. “The fate of a Yiddish Poet in Communist Eastern Europe: Naftali Herts Kon in
Poland, 1959– 1965.” Polin 21 (2009): 243– 64.
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