Nationalities Papers Volume XXII, Supplement No. 1, 1994

THE POLYETHNIC STATE: NATIONAL MINORITIES
IN INTERBELLUM POLAND

Gabriele Simoncini

Interbellum Poland remains an important example of a polyethnic state
and society in European history. Its short existence between the wars does
not diminish the importance of its many peculiar aspects, nor does the fact
that it can be defined as an unsuccessful example in organizing, institu-
tionally and socially, a polyethnic community. The theoretical definition
of the Polish experience has puzzled historians in the past. Polish
historiography substantially ignored or steadfastly marginalized the na-
tionalities in the Second Republic and in earlier historical times, an
attitude echoed by Marxist historians in post-bellum Poland! Now,
indirectly, the topic is attracting attention again as a consequence of the
new problematic caused by current European historical events both in the
East and West.

The present interest in nationality issues is increasing, though it still
remains essentially somewhat marginalized? A well-known exception is
the extensive body of studies on the Jewish national minority in interwar
Poland and in earlier times, which in a way pioneered studies on minorities
in general, although not from the more modern perspective of ethnopolitics3
Certainly, a study focusing on ethnic problematics is needed, and using
nationalities as a fundamental interpretative element may produce new
discoveries, as may the study of Polish nationalism if viewed from the
peculiar perspective of ethnonationalism4

Interbellum Poland can be characterized as a mosaic of nationalities
and, consequently, as an ethnopolitical mosaic, a definition which can be
derived, although indirectly, from a former popular study by Holzer?
More recently, definitions by Tomaszewski indicate an increasingly
elaborate approach with the suggestion that Poland be defined as a
“Republic of many peoples” and the “Homeland of not only Poles.”®
Certainly Rothschild’s is an appropriate ethnopolitical definition: the idea
of a dominant central ethnic core opposed to peripheral ethnic segments
in which “the core views itself as the historic, institutional, and symbolic
creator, and hence appropriate hegemon, of the state, while the leaders of
cach of the peripheral minority segments must decide whether to pursue
their respective group’s goals and protect its interests through an alliance
with other minority segments or through a separate bilateral arrangement
with the dominant core’s ruling elite.””

Elaborating along these same lines one could see the Poles occupying
a central position not simply in terms of power, but also exercising the
function of conservation of power from a conservative (anti-progressive
and anti-democratic) vantage point, and finally, expansion of power
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through the phenomenon of polonization, viewed here as an expression
and product of ethnonationalism. The peripheral ethnic segments could
thereafter find themselves in a position of promoting, usually but not
always, progressive political agendas in opposition to the conservative
and authoritarian ones of-the central power. Moreover, they constituted
a fixed and increasingly real body of “subversive” forces in their relation
to the central ethnic core and its power, the Polish Second Republic, and,
also by extension, to the question of the survival of the Polish nation-state
itself. Boycott and sabotage, and active opposition, were the evident
expressions of revolutionary or nationalistic subversiveness, and defined
all the peripheral ethnicities.

Basically, two different categories of ethnic minorities or peripheries
can be defined if equal weight is given to both territorial and political
criteria. The territorial ethnicities had a majority or, at the very least, a
high demographic concentration in specific areas. Politically, they pro-
duced claims for separation, independence, or possibly reunion with an
already existent motherland. This was the case with the Ukrainians, the
Belorussians, and to a more limited extent, the Germans. The non-
territorial minorities were usually dispersed, even nomadic. They had no
majority in a specific area, or the area was limited in extent. These
minorities did not produce claims in relation to territorial issues, and
sought neither independence nor territorial autonomy. They could not
refer to a possible motherland with which to be reunified. In this sense
they can be defined as non-territorial. Such was the case of the Jews, in
spite of the fact that they had a demographic majority in several specific
localities. In very different terms such was also the case of the Gypsies
(the Roma people), who focused on maintaining their nomadic and semi-
nomadic pattern of life.

Given the realities of the Polish political arena, Poland’s peripheral
ethnic segments had a difficult time elaborating viable political agendas
and strategies with which, on the one hand, they could successfully
integrate themselves fairly into mainstream society, or, on the other hand,
separate themselves at least in terms of relative autonomy. A realistic
agenda for an ethnic minority was to seek some agrecement with the
dominant Polish core, which implied first of all arriving at institutional
agreements with the government (the ruling elite of the central core). This
strategy clearly had limited objectives, for it did not guarantee that the
central core, the Poles as a people, would respect the government’s
concessions.

A less common strategy was that of first forming strong alliances and
forging compromises among the minorities themselves, and then present-
ing a somewhat unified front or political agenda to the opposition and the
ruling core. This choice was clearly a defensive maneuver, and many
thought it would be better to protect their interests in stronger ways. The
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Jews, however, more than any other group, understood the viability and
the strength of this strategy and tried to create a strong political party bloc
composed of the minorities in the Parliament. But, the strong vertical
division of the minorities was areality unfavorable for a bloc’s formation.

A political strategy based more on attack, than on defense implied a
moving toward social, rather than exclusively ethnic, issues and would
constitute an “unholy” marriage of subversives of diverse natures. Such
a strategy implied a fight aimed at the destruction of the existent political
order and regime, and the subsequent achieving of total liberation, first
socially and then nationally. This option meant seeking an alliance
amongst the revolutionaries whose aim was complete social change.
Thus, the “subversive” potential of the strategy would begin to constitute
a real and explosive menace. Yet of the two strategies it was the less
realistic, for the minorities were not only vertically divided in social
terms, but also in strong political disagreement with each other. Further-
more, the political arena offered only a small revolutionary force, consist-
ing mostly of the Communist Party, which was confined to underground
life and whose Comintern-driven internationalism could not appeal to
large strata of the nationalities, including the peasants. Moreover, in
Poland the Communist theorems of internationalism negated national and
ethnic issues altogether 8

A limited socialist movement was ideologically fragmented and
expressed diverse attitudes toward the minorities. Polish nationalism was
still the trademark, and anti-semitism was still present amongst socialists.
Here again, the Jews were able to produce the most original political
solution to the necessity of producing a political force that might conjoin
and articulate both social and national (ethnic) advancement, namely, the
Bund.?

Encounters between revolutionaries or socialists on one side and
national minorities on the other sprung from specific and temporary
conditions in the political arena and to moments of mass radicalization or
revolutionary moods, and they all ended without success. The mass
moods were fragmented and not sufficiently channeled, the revolutionary
agendas were not viable, the socialist tendencies lacked dedication to the
cause, and the ethnicities remained a microcosm that reflected many of the
contradictory characteristics of the Polish central core.

It can be stated in general that only limited sub-strata of ethnic
elements made strong social demands, either by becoming attracted to
socialist or revolutionary elements or remaining attached to their own
isolated agrarian radicalism.!0 In such cases, the ethnicities became
particularly stigmatized by the society. For example the term 2ydokomuna,
that is, Jewish Communist Conspiracy, was an extremely powerful label
created by the media and immediately assimilated into the Polish mental-
ity; it was adefinition which welded together historic Polish anti-semitism
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and the recent widespread fears of communism in Polish society!!

The Polish central core and its governments did manage to maintain a
dominant position in a society which remained Polish and hostile to integra-
tion of minorities on equal terms. Polish politics moved increasingly toward
the right during the interwar period. Many Poles still saw the nationalities as
the most serious menace to the survival of the young state as well as the
element responsible for the destruction of the old Polish Lithuanian state.
With Pitsudski in power in 1926, conditions became better for the nationali-
ties, but Pitsudski’s vision of political federalism and to an even greater extent
his idea of ethnic pluralism remained underdeveloped within the Polish
state.12

That is to say, the regime remained at all times based on a strong
ethnonational perception of its power; ironically that sentiment was paralleled
by an increased sense of ethnonationalism in all nationalities, including the
non-territorial ones. On the other hand, the ethnic minorities often were not
able to abandon the narrow confines of their own ethnonationalism for more
sophisticated, practical, and realistic political platforms. They never achieved
even a sense of cross-horizontal solidarity, even a purely defensive percep-
tion, operative solely on an emergency basis.

Compromises and agreements with the Polish central core never really
attained a level of security or stability for the national minorities, remaining
always temporary, fragmented and dispersed. The ethnic peripheries re-
mained a loose mosaic of different ethnic tesserae. One must also remember
that the territorial integration of the new Polish state was not achieved until a
few years after independence, and territorial settlements were certainly not
considered to be definitive by the regime, which knew that its powerful
neighbors thought the same but with opposite objectives in mind. Therefore,
the ethnic core viewed minorities as objective obstacles to national integration
as well as a constant source of social disorder and ethnic conflict. The issue
of territory was extremely delicate. Minorities physically occupied a vast part
of Poland. Indeed, they posed the danger of her territorial disintegration given
their specifically territorial claims and demands for autonomy, independence,
and/or reunion with a motherland which by definition was always an enemy
of Poland. '

The Polish state (the political ruling elite of the central dominant core)
treated the ethnic minorities as cultural, political, and institutional inferiors
suitable for polonization. This paralleled the historical phenomenon of
germanization, emanating from the west, of which the Poles had been and
were still the targets. Furthermore, the state championed national culture not
only to preserve Polish identity but clearly to assert and vindicate cultural
hegemony within its extant borders and beyond.

Religious principles were strongly integrated with cultural elements.
Catholicism as a religion and the Catholic Church as an institution were
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supported by the government as the state Church of Poland, in clear conflict
with the different religions of the ethnic minorities. Polishness and Catholi-
cism paralleled and expressed the interests of Polish farmers and the more
rapacious of the Polish landlords on the kresy, the Ukrainian- and Belorussian-
populated eastern provinces.

Within the urban environment, the recently formed bourgeoisie, possess-
ing limited skills, could expand only at the expense of minorities such as the
Germans and the Jews, who were already well-established and capable
elements of the national economy.

In short, it was necessary for the central core to maintain its dominance
over the peripheries, since the acquisition of its national independence was
still recent, uncertain, and clearly problematic. From the very first moment
of the new state’s existence, the Polish government was conscious of the
dangerous complexity of its heterogeneous ethnic composition and was also
driven to address the ethnic problem by outside powers.

Polish Minority Policies

Poland signed the Minorities Protection Treaty in June 1919, thereby
committing itself to full respect of the national minorities and their political
and legal rights. The Treaty immediately became infamous among the Poles
who judged it an external imposition aimed at limiting or questioning the
sovereignty of their reborn state. Another story that gained notoriety was that
the Treaty was nothing but an international Jewish plot against Poland. In
1921, the new Polish state’s first adopted Constitution itself contained the
provisions of the Treaty, a result certainly related to pressures from the
Allied Powers.13 In the same year, the Treaty of Riga, which concluded the
war of Poland against Soviet Russia, provided mutual assurances for the
protection of the rights of the national minorities residing within the two
countries’ borders.

The following year, the status of Upper Silesia was defined in an
international convention with Germany that also provided guarantees of
political and legal equality to the local national minorities whose parties soon
after gained twenty percent of the total vote in the general elections, quite a
feat considering that abstention or sabotage was the measure adopted by
some segments of the minorities.

The institutional legal guarantees did not, however, constitute strong
enough support for peace. The regime itself, together with Polish society on
the one hand and the ethnic minorities on the other, lived in a distrustful
atmosphere marked by increasing friction and conflict. Furthermore, at an
institutional level, the so-called Lex Grabski was passed to the satisfaction
of the chauvinism of the Polish elites. The bill introduced a body of
institutional and political measures that inhibited minorities, with the result
that relations with the peripherical ethnic segments were exacerbated and
pushed toward deeper hostility.14
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The response of the ethnic peripheries to such policies was manifested in
the idea and then creation of a political bloc of their parties. Though the
project certainly represented much progress for the minorities in their ability
to provide themselves with organized political representation, the bloc did
not, and could not, effectively oppose the government’s ethno-majoritarian
policies within Parliament and their enactment throughout the countryl?

The increasingly authoritarian policy of the government fell heavily upon
the minorities. Generally, the policy negated any real autonomy of the
minorities with respect to the Polish central core. In the economic sphere, for
example, the urbanized Jews were the primary target, and efforts were made
to reduce their presence, influence, and visibility in the metropolitan markets,
among artisans and in industry. The growth of anti-semitism was accepted and
favored. In territorial terms, the minorities, especially those in the kresy,
started suffering from Polish colonization, and the areas noted for their
German demographic concentration were targeted for fragmentation.

Far from approaching a realistic and workable solution to the problem of
the ethnic minorities, these policies increased, or even generated where it did
not already exist, an active reaction by segments of these minorities. Boycotts
and terrorist activities manifested growing antagonism against the govern-
ment. In 1922, Gabriel Narutowicz, the first president of the new Polish
republic, was assassinated by a fanatic rightist who (together with the Polish
right) saw him as a man of the national minorities since they had contributed
with their votes to his election. The Ukrainian nationalist Fedak was respon-
sible, in 1921, for a failed attempt on Pitsudski’s life.

A change in the central core’s attitude toward the minorities started
immediately after the Pitsudski coup d’état of 1926. Pitsudski presented
himself as a friend of the minorities. They too saw him as such, and supported”
him accordingly. The result was the creation, a few weeks after the coup, of
the Committee of Experts on the Eastern Provinces and National Minorities,
with, as an additional sign of good will, Leon Wasilewski, a socialist with a
pro-minorities orientation, placed in charge. The Sanacja regime’s effort to
establish a new order, in both social and ethnic terms, tried to gain favor with
the minorities without providing many concessions. Within about a year, the
new regime removed the barrier of the numerus clausus quota system in higher
education and recognized the full autonomy of the kehilloth, the Jewish
communal bodies.

As a consequence, the regime succeeded in inducing various segments of
the minorities to cooperate with the Bloc of Non-Partisan Cooperation with
the Government (Bezpartyjny Blok Wspédlpracy z Rzgdem), a new political
formation intended as a broad coalition of forces aimed at controlling Parlia-
ment and implementing the Sanacja political agendas. The type of coopera-
tion sought was, however, limited, submissive, and instrumental to the goals
of the regime itself, goals that saw the minorities as constituting no threat,
challenge, or obstacle.10

10
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The cooperative spirit of the minorities, then, remained mild and
their initial goodwill declined sharply. At the political level, most
minorities’ parties chose not to join the regime’s political bloc in the
1928 general elections. They opted for presenting separate lists which,
with over twenty-five percent of the vote for the Sejm and for the Senate,
demonstrated a remarkable success.l”

The result shocked the regime and caused it to move rapidly toward
more authoritarian policies. The political relevance and visibility
acquired by the minorities were moving in exactly the opposite direction
that the regime had desired. This turn of events clearly imperiled the
centralization of the regime. It was, moreover, a clear sign of ethnic and
political disintegration which was institutionally untenable and there-
fore unacceptable.

Technically, an ostensible although partial solution, even from the
narrow institutional viewpoint, was the implementation of more openly
authoritarian policies. The newly elected Parliament was dissolved and
elections rescheduled for 1930. This time the regime did not want to risk
similar results and from the beginning tried to minimize any kind of
opposition. Political opponents, ethnic and non-ethnic, were faced with
institutional limitations, legal persecution, intimidation, and naked ter-
ror. The political parties of the minorities, territorial and non-territorial,
fell victim to the regime’s strategy. Nevertheless, these parties still
managed to obtain over fifteen percent representation for the minorities
in the national parliament.!8

The regime’s strategy had again failed. Minority representation was
still too high, especially considering the limitations imposed. Attempts
to reconcile the peripherical minorities with the dominant core became
sporadic, inconclusive and undesirable. The time to scarch for a
compromise was now over and the regime moved further toward the
right. The lack of willingness to compromise at the political and
institutional level reflected and mirrored the turmoil within a society
where ethnonationalism was mounting. In thekresy, Belorussians and
Ukrainians experienced, as early as 1930, a campaign of bloody pacifi-
cation. Finally, little doubt was left about the future when in 1934, the
Polish government suddenly and unilaterally abrogated the Minority
Protection Treaty signed in 1919.

In the wake of P#sudski’s death, a new electoral law passed for the
1935 general election prevented any possible challenge to the regime by
opposition forces; thus, the possibility for minorities to gain political
representation was virtually abolished. The reaction of the minorities
ranged from voting abstention to boycotts and sabotage. Different
strategies arose according to the varying levels of politicization and
radicalism of the various minority segments.

Within this climate of opposition, however, the regime did compro-

11
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mise with some moderate minority elements, thus allowing them to present
their own candidates. From the government’s standpoint, a few individual
representatives from the minorities were quite acceptable and innocuous,
and twenty-four were elected to the Sejm and five to the Senate. But the
ethnic minorities as a whole had to continue to struggle for cultural survival
against the regime. Suffering violent assaults, particularly in Wolynia, the
Ukrainians underwent polonization in various spheres of their life.
Belorussians experienced intensive colonization and polonization of their
culture, while Jews suffered from mounting anti-semitism and persecution
in their economic life. Germans, in contrast, found themselves substantively
protected due to the rising power of Germany and the pressure it imposed on
Poland’s western borders. Poland and Germany signed an agreement of non-
aggression in January, 1934. Wanting to avoid any sources of conflict, the
Polish regime allowed Nazi ideology and anti-semitism to grow freely
within the German minority and in Polish society throughout the 1930s1°
Now that voiding conflict with the ethnic minorities was not the regime’s
policy, its practices resulted in increasing conflict with time. But the
regime’s ability to carry out “any” ethnicity policy, even an authoritarian
one, remained fairly ineffective. Thus when the Nazis and Soviets occupied
the country in 1939, the Polish government did not enjoy strong allegiance
from as much as one-third of its population, its non-Polish citizens.

Poland’s Ethnic Minorities

The ethnicity question in interwar Poland is complicated both in statis-
tical and political terms. Although official census data recording ethnic
minority populations had been routinely manipulated by the regime, existing
figures do constitute a workable reference and may serve as a basis for
further and more reliable estimates20 Analyzing how the censuses and
statistics were organized and put to use provides valuable political insight.
At the very beginning of the new state’s existence, the Civil Administration
of the Eastern Territories conducted a preliminary census of its populations.
The data established by this preliminary census, despite substantial falsifi-
cation, revealed very strong ethnic constituencies. A remarkable example is
the case of the Kobrynsk district, where religious criteria were employed. In
this census, 43 percent of the population declared itself of Mosaic convic-
tions, 36 percent Eastern Orthodox, and only 21 percent Roman Catholic.

The census of 1921 had a limited scope as well. National territorial
integration was not yet complete. Poland had not yet acquired the Wilno
region and Upper Silesia. In addition, migratory phenomena had not been
stabilized. The falsification of data varied depending on the region. For
central Poland it was minimal, while for the eastern provinces it was
significant. The census was conducted according to the criterion of self-
definition of nationality. The structure and wording of the questionnaires
left considerable room for ambiguous interpretations. The answers also

12
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tended to confuse nationality with residence.

In the census of 1931, the criterion of “mother tongue™ was substituted
for that of nationality. Still, the ambiguity remained. It was easy to confuse
and to manipulate the difference between the actual “mother tongue” and the
language of daily use. Furthermore, the term jezyk rutejszy, “local lan-
guage,” was used in the questionnaire. This term was extremely vague for
it obscured the respondent’s nationality. “Local language” was given as
their language by 707,000 people, or 2.2 percent of the entire population.
This answer was given primarily in the eastern provinces and thus repre-
sented a population of Belorussians and Ukrainians. In Silesia, a relatively
common response to the question of mother tongue was “Silesian.” This
term was unsatisfactory since the Silesian language did not exist. In this
instance, Poles, Germans and Czechs tried to qualify themselves as Silesians
in an ethno-regional sense.

To summarize the official statistics as corrected by some more recent,
more reliable estimates, the data of the early 1930s are as follows: Poles
20,640,000 or 65 percent; Ukrainians 5,110,000 or 16 percent; Jews 3,110,000
or 10 percent; Belorussians 1,900,000 or 6.1 percent; Germans 780,000 or
2.4 percent of Poland’s population2! Other minor ethnic segments may be
added to the foregoing major ethnic groups: Lithuanians; Russians; Czechs;
Slovaks; Gypsies; Armenians; Tatars; and Karaims. Finally, it is necessary
to keep in mind that with the exception of the Germans, the ethnic minority
populations grew considerably during the 1930s22

1. The Ukrainians constituted the most crucial ethnicity of the Polish state,
and it was a territorial one. The Treaty of Riga, in March 1921, sanctioned
the division of the Ukrainian lands. The census of 1921 put at about
4,000,000 the number of Ukrainians defined as Ruthenians. In 1931, using
the criteria of mother tongue, and both the terms Ukrainian (ukrainiec) and
Ruthenian (rusin) to create an artificial division, the number of Ukrainians
was estimated at over 4,000,000. Less realistic appear estimates placing the
number at over 7,000,000. Tomaszewski’s estimate of over 5,000,000 (16
percent) in 1931 is more realistic, with definite growth occurring during the
period of 1931-1939.23

The Ukrainians lived in the southeastern territories, primarily in the
wojewddztwo of Wolynia and the Southern Polesie, former Russian-occu-
pied areas; and in the wojewddztwo of Lwow, Tarnopol, Stanistawow,
former Austrian-occupied territories. Within the city of Lwéw they num-
bered about fifty thousand or sixteen percent of the inhabitants24 They
formed an almost entirely rural and relatively indigent population. The
policies of the central government tended to keep them in poverty2S The
Ukrainians, however, were capable of producing well-organized social
institutions, and political aggregation developed along rural and populist
ideological lines. A network of cooperatives constituted the focal point of

13
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activity and the preservation of national life26

The schools did not have sophisticated curricula and were limited in
numbers, but a Ukrainian intelligentsia, although small, developed and be-
came an active vehicle for national identity2? The city of Lwéw was the
center of Ukrainian cultural and spiritual life. Yet, urban life in Ukrainian
areas, limited to a few cities, remained dominated by Poles and Jews.

Religiously, the Ukrainians were divided mostly between Eastern Ortho-
dox (the majority being former Russian subjects) and Uniate (former Austro-
Hungarian subjects), with some of Roman Catholic faith, all in competition
with each other. The Ukrainians joined with Poles in anti-semitic activities
and programs, yet resisted the polonizing pressure of the Roman Catholic
Church. In Wolynia, the Ukrainians (about 70 percent of the population) were
Orthodox Christians, and in Eastern Galicia they were Greek Catholic Uniate.
The conflicts between these two groups and the Polish Catholic Church were
in both cases rather marked. The Greek Catholic Uniate Church was menaced
with extinction, and the Polish Catholic attacks on it were constant and
vicious.28

Politicization among Ukrainians was very high although extremely frag-
mented among various political formations and parties. The rebirth of a
national consciousness had occurred not long before in the context of the
polyethnic structure of the Habsburg monarchy. All political groups except
the revolutionaries focused on independence as the supreme objective, and as
a minimal program tried to gain autonomy and independence in various
degrees.29 The most important legal organization was the National Demo-
cratic Ukrainian Union (UNDQO), formed in 1925 with the political agenda of
unifying all Ukrainians in one, independent state. In 1935, the organization
compromised with the Polish regime and participated in the general political
election, but its representatives at the Sejm were limited, and the temporary
compromise soon came to an end. In all, the Polish regime did not change its
policy toward the Ukrainians30

The nationalists and the irredentist-nationalists were very active and
dynamic and sabotaged Polish elections on a regular basis. A Ukrainian
Military Organization existed underground (basing its activities substantially
on terrorism,) spanning a legitimate political arm in 1929, the Organization of
Ukrainian Nationalists. This kind of political formation employed terrorism
and use of pseudo-military and political organizations akin to guerilla bands,
some of which fought on the Nazi side during the war31

A minor but active political force was the Communist Party of the Western
Ukraine. It existed under the Communist Party of Poland’s ideological and
organizational umbrella although it operated according to its own strategies.
It continued to exist after the Comintern’s dissolution and destruction (in
1938) of the Communist Party of Poland 32

2. The Jews were anon-territorial national minority. They did have a certain
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degree of territorial concentration, but, more important for the definition
here, they did not make territorial claims of any sort at any time. According
to the census of 1921, using the criterion of nationality, the number of Jews
was put at 2,846,855 or 10.5 percent of the population. Of these, 2,110,000
were classified as Jews by nationality, and the remainder declared them-
selves of “Mosaic persuasion.” In 1931, using the criterion of mother
tongue, Yiddish- and Hebrew-speaking, Jews were counted at 2,733,000 or
8.6 percent of the population. Better estimates place the figure at 3,114,000
or 9.8 percent of the population33 The estimate for 1939 of about
3,500,000, or greater than 10 percent of the total population, may be
considered realistic. As previously mentioned, this minority is the best
known and the most studied of all. Several studies, both general and
monographic, constitute an established corpus of scholarship34

Except for western Poland, where their presence was negligible, Jews
were dispersed throughout the country although higher densities existed in
Eastern Galicia, where they were active in commerce and industry, and
constituted the Jewish Shtet/ in the small villages. Totaling over a quarter
of the population in the largest cities (those over ten thousand inhabitants),
the Jews were almost exclusively urban, visibly part of most of the urban
economies, particularly in the southeastern towns. They were represented
in every profession and occupation: as traders, artisans, and blue-collar
workers. A very large number, however, lived in a situation of pauperism,
constituting something akin to anurban “Lumpenproletariat”; one-third of
Poland’s Jews were on charity. They were minimally employed in the
public services, (monopolized by the Poles,) and rural activities were
limited to under one percent of their number according to some statistics.
Although some very rich and powerful Jews existed, the claim of Jews as
a dominant elite in the economy of Poland, especially during the interwar
time, has been largely exaggerated 33

Jewish society covered the spectrum from rich bankers and entrepre-
neurs to indigent workers. Community life and the communal ethnic
identity were highly developed and organized. Autonomous communal
bodies (kehilloth) supported a complex organizational structure and pro-
vided for extensive cultural and social life. The educational system was
impressive and extensive. A new high level of culture was reached in
religious seminaries and cultural centers, some enjoying an international
reputation. This was the case of the progressively oriented YIVO Institute
in Wilno and of the conservative Judaic Institute in Warsaw. Religious
culture was profound and varied. Its chief expression was through the
Orthodox and Chassidic branches of Judaism 36 Politicization among Jews
was extensive. The political arena was broad and dynamic, intellectually,
theoretically and politically. Religious orthodoxy, Zionism, and Socialism
- were the major trends of thought, but assimilationism was also present. The
first three trends led to the development of a diversity of political parties.
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