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The Second World War as a key event in Poland's most recent
history

Jay Winter (2006) points out that the two world wars were of crucial
importance since they were the most convulsive events of the twentieth
century. In Poland’s case both wars exerted a crucial influence on its current
territorial and demographic state as well as its outlook on the world. In 1918,
the First World War and geopolitical transformations in Europe led to Poland
reappearing on the map of Europe as a sovereign state after a period of
partition. On 1 September 1939, the armies of the Third Reich advanced into
Polish territory from the west and north without declaring war. A few days
later, on 17 September, under the provisions of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact,
which had been signed by the Third Reich and USSR on 23 August 1939 and
contained a secret protocol providing for the division of the states of Central
and Eastern Europe between the two signatories, the Second Republic’s
eastern territories were occupied by the USRR (Snyder 2010). The line dividing
Poland between the Third Reich and USSR, which ran along the River Bug,

was demarcated according to a Treaty on Borders and Friendship signed
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between the two powers on 28 September 1939 and remained in force until
the armies of the Third Reich’s surprise attack on the USSR on 22 June 1941.
On the lands incorporated into the USSR, the Soviet system of administration
was introduced, collectivization was implemented and repressions
commenced. People from the uppermost social classes, representatives of
the intelligentsia, employees of Polish state structures and all the uniformed
services (from soldiers to policemen and foresters), the clergy and wealthiest
peasants were deported deep into the USSR, incarcerated in NKVD prisons or
killed.

The German occupiers employed numerous methods of repression
— inhabitants of the occupied territories were sent deep into Germany
to work, a system of food rationing was established, higher education
establishments and numerous cultural and research institutions were
closed down, representatives of the Polish intelligentsia were liquidated,
there were mass executions on the streets and villages were pacified; any
attempt at resistance was punishable by death. The Jewish population was
subjected to a policy aimed at their exploitation, repression and ultimately,
extermination. Jews were deprived of their property and resettled in ghettos
(the one functioning in Warsaw being the largest in Europe), where they died
in enormous numbers from starvation and illness, as well as being deported
to concentration camps. In 1942, Operation Reinhardt was launched, during
which around two million Jews were sent to death or concentration camps
and murdered. It was also in this year that the death penalty for hiding Jews
was introduced in the General Government. In total, around 3 million Jews
who had been Polish citizens before the war lost their lives during the war.

The territories contained within the eastern part of the newly established
Poland were liberated in 1944 and the first state structures dependent on
the Soviet Union were created. The decision that over half of Poland’s pre-
war territory would not be included within the borders redrawn after the

war was taken at the end of 1943 at the Tehran Conference. Furthermore, at
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the beginning of 1945, it was finally established at the Yalta Conference that
Poland would be located within the Soviet zone of influence, receiving land
taken from the German state as a compensation for its lost eastern territories.
Poland therefore emerged from the war and the double wartime occupation
as a completely different state.

The Second World War had altered Poland’s borders, political system and
social structure. The Polish state lost almost half of its pre-war territory to the
Soviet Union. The lost territories had been the most ethnically and religiously
diverse part of the country. Moreover, over 90% of Poland’s Jewish population
had been lost to the Holocaust. The Polish state had been transformed from
a multi-ethnic country in which national and ethnic minorities had made
up 30% of the population to a state that was almost uniform in terms of
nationality (today, no more than 4% of the population is made up of ethnic
minorities). This also meant that the country was much less religiously
diverse, with representatives of religions and denominations other than
Roman Catholicism constituting only a fraction of Polish society after the war.

Sociological studies emphasize the potent position the war occupies in
Polish social memory: “Memory of the Second World War is living history,
a source of family traditions and the focus of discussions with those who
witnessed it. According to 72% of respondents to a CBOS" survey conducted
in 2009, the Second World War is, for them, ‘a part of Polish history that
continues to live on and of which we should be continually reminded’.”
(Nijakowski 2010: 241). A distinguishing feature of Polish memory of the war
is the conviction that immediate family members were participating in events
and processes of immense importance to the history of the whole nation, and
as many as 86% of Poles point out that members of their closest family took

part in it (Kwiatkowski 2008: 188-89). The war resonates very strongly with

1) The CBOS (Centre for Public Opinion Research) is a Warsaw-based opinion-polling institute.
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Poles and wrongs suffered by their compatriots during the war are perceived
as wrongs suffered by people immensely close to them, whether family or
acquaintances. As far as Polish remembrance policy is concerned (whether it
is expressed through public discourse or transmitted by the education system),
the war is primarily interpreted by means of two interlinked narratives, one,
heroic, and the other, martyrological. The events that are of key importance
to the Polish memory discourse are the Warsaw Uprising of 1944,” the Katyn
Massacre (Etkind et all. 2012) and the establishment of Auschwitz”. Memory
of the war has been incorporated into a series of traumatic events ever
present in Polish social memory, thereby becoming another instance of “the

Polish fate” and often being viewed as the culmination of that fate.

Postwar forms of remembrance

The first sites of memory appearing in the cultural landscape shortly
after the Second World War were of a religious nature. Most of them were
crosses spontaneously erected by people returning to towns and villages who
wished to preserve the memory of their loved ones in the traditional manner.
Apparently, the first attempts at commemoration in such places as Auschwitz-
Birkenau or Majdanek were bottom-up grassroots initiatives (Wodycicka 2013).
However, from the end of the 1940s, most of these sites, and especially those
regarded as being of key importance to the construction of a communist

vision of the Polish nation’s wartime martyrdom, were monopolized by the

2) The Warsaw Uprising was an operation masterminded by the Polish resistance, in particular the Home
Army. Its objective was to liberate Warsaw from German occupation. It started on 1 August 1944 and
lasted 63 days.

3) Geneviéve Zubrzycki (2006) writes about the significance of Auschwitz for Catholic Poles. However, it
should be stressed that in recent times Catholic Poles’ perception of Auschwitz has changed, with the site
increasingly being perceived as a “Jewish” site (Kucia, Duch-Dyngosz, Magierowski 2013).
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state language of remembrance. Overwhelmingly, these new state memory
markers replaced traditional forms of remembrance. A good example of this
is the manner in which Warsaw’s space was restructured after the war. In
1948, the Warsaw authorities announced a competition calling for memory
projects commemorating sites of combat and martyrdom within the capital.
It was won by the Warsaw-based sculptor Karol Tchorek and from this time
onwards, traditional forms of remembrance were replaced by bas-reliefs
carved in grey sandstone centered around Maltese crosses bearing the
inscription: “A site sanctified by the blood of Poles who fought for the freedom
of the motherland”. From the 1950s to the 1990s, plaques designed by Tchorek
were erected in great numbers at sites of memory located in Warsaw and
towns and villages in close proximity to the capital. Despite their standardized
form and ideologized language, the plaques in Wola marked the places where
the loved ones of those who had survived the wartime murders in this district
of Warsaw had died. These survivors treated them as a symbolic grave where
they could come and pray. This process was aided by the cross engraved on
the plaques.

At sites where the authorities believed that these markers posed no threat
to the state ideology, traditional forms of remembrance have survived to this
day. One such example are the votive crosses and shrines commemorating the
wartime fate of specific vernacular communities. This spontaneous post-war
erection on a massive scale of religious memory markers by local populations
laid the foundations for an alternative manner of commemorating the war
that differed from the methods previously favored by the state. Rather than
proposing a new language of remembrance like the state-sponsored memory
projects that had appeared after the war, these shrines and crosses were
regarded as traditional repositories of Polish memory.

The Polish People’s Republic period was dominated by ideologized state
memorial projects. The authorities constructed memorial complexes that

were artistic in form and ideological in content at such sites as Majdanek,
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Westerplatte and Auschwitz in order to commemorate events that were meant
to shape the identity of any citizen of the People’s Republic. These projects
commemorated in secular fashion heroes who had fallen in battle fighting
for freedom. At the same time, they kept fear of war alive and were meant to
construct a national community based on vernacular communities’ memory
of their fate and pride at the final victory (Wawrzyniak 2015).

In 1947, a state organization known as the Organization for the Protection
of Struggle and Martyrdom Sites was established that was tasked with
creating sites of memory, maintaining them and supervising the ideological
and esthetic coherence of any new projects that were being created. However,
it was not only sites of memory regarded as symbols of the terror under
occupation (such as the grounds of former concentration camps, prisons,
battle sites) that were subject to state-sponsored remembrance practices, for,
over time, vernacular sites of memory came under the influence of the state
as they were incorporated into a national network of such sites by virtue of
them being located on the newly created Martyrology of the Polish Nation
Trails. Citizens participating in excursions along martyrological trails were
able to discover the scale of the suffering that had been experienced, find out
facts and information and contribute to the construction of the community of
fate the authorities wished to create. In 1964, on the twenty-fifth anniversary
of the outbreak of the Second World War, the Polish Council of State published
the first Guide to Sites Commemorating the Struggle and Martyrdom from the
War Years 1939-1945, which contained ca. 2000 entries providing information
about sites “at which the Nazis committed their greatest crimes”.

During the same period, an alternative system of sites of memory dedicated
to those whom the communist authorities did not want to commemorate, in
particular Home Army soldiers, Warsaw Uprising insurgents and victims of
the massacres at Katyn and in Volhynia, was created in church and cemetery
grounds. The shrines, epitaphs and commemorative plaques appearing in

churches and cemeteries could not reveal the whole truth, give the names of
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organizations or indicate exact sites, so they had to commemorate those the
state was reluctant to commemorate by using religious symbols to incorporate
them into a community comprising their dead ancestors. These places
were perceived to be expressing the truth about the past and frequently
became spaces for spontaneous protests against the authorities. As a result,
the commemorated freedom fighters also become champions of genuine

remembrance of the past expressed using legitimate symbols.

Forms of remembrance of the 1980s and 90s

The imposition of martial law in December 1981 signaled the end of
freedom and opportunities to legally commemorate the past. The return of the
repressions led to people appealing again to the Catholic Church to express
the truth about the past. During this period, such places as St Stanislaus Kostka
Church, where Solidarity’s chaplain Father Jerzy Popietuszko gave his “Masses
for the Homeland”, grew to the status of a symbol. After he was murdered
by the security forces, the church changed into a sanctuary dedicated to
Popietuszko’s memory, and his grave became a frequently visited site of
memory. Throughout Poland, other sanctuaries also appeared that attempted
to comprehensively express the history of the martyrology of the Polish nation
by combining modern history with the past. Examples of these include the
Sanctuary of the Martyred Polish Brothers in Bydgoszcz, the Sanctuary to
the Fallen and Murdered in the East at St Boromeusz Church in the Warsaw
Powazki Cemetery and Our Holy Cross Lady of Sorrows Sanctuary in Katkdw.

The increasing importance of Polish religious symbolism has caused the
first conflicts over the symbolism of remembrance. The most prominent
dispute was over the construction of a Carmelite convent and erection of
crosses in a gravel yard in Auschwitz (Zubrzycki 2006). This provoked a period

of fierce conflict over Polish-Jewish memory that lasted for the whole of the
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90s and reached its culmination in the Jedwabne debate that took place at the
beginning of the twenty-first century. This dispute was primarily concerned
with how the past should be interpreted, but also considered the language
of remembrance and who and what should be commemorated using which
symbols.

After the change of political system in 1989, the state slowly began
constructing memorials to events that had earlier been tabooed. Memorials
of this kind unveiled in Warsaw included the Monument to the Heroes of
the Warsaw Uprising unveiled in 1989, the Monument to Martyrs of the
Communist Terror 1944-1956 unveiled in 1995 and the Monument to the
Fallen and Murdered in the East. The memorials created during this period
commemorated specific groups of victims. However, no single central
state monument or museum was created that commemorated all the war’s
victims. Such comprehensive visions of the fate of the nation only found their
expression at the sanctuaries mentioned above.

Moreover, after the 1993 elections, some former communists returned
to power who were not interested in commemorating the past and seeking
a new language of remembrance. Consequently, the main onus for the
remembrance process in free Poland’s first decade fell on army veteran circles
and the families of victims. They were aided by Catholic priests who, faced
with a lack of interest from the state, had become involved in commemorating
those whose memory was yet to be commemorated in fitting fashion. This
process found its expression in such actions as the placing of epitaphs and
commemorative plaques in churches and the construction of memorials to
Katyn, or Golgothas of the East. Such memorials created on the initiative of
victims supported by Catholic priests have appeared in many cities, towns and
villages in Poland, thereby becoming an integral component of the cultural
landscape.

Even though discussions were already ongoing during this period on the

need to create museums telling of the wartime fate of Poles that would also
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offer new interpretations of significant events, such institutions were not
being created in the nineties. Nevertheless, Halls of Memory were appearing,
such as the one devoted to Siberian deportees at the Church of the Holy Spirit
in Bialystok or the first Katyn Museum, which was created by the Federation
of Katyn Families and operates as a branch of the Polish Army Museum in
Warsaw. However, rather than serving as history museums with archives,
these halls contained exhibitions of family memorabilia and resembled
Germany’s Heimat museums. Repressed persons or the close relatives of
victims brought such memorabilia to the halls, which were then put on
display according to their own feelings rather than museological exhibiting
principles. This state of affairs remained unchanged until the beginning of
the twenty-first century, when important new memory actors emerged. The
first of these was the state, which became interested in exploiting the past as a
tool of historical policy and using history to bolster its moral capital. The other
new memory actors mainly consisted of non-governmental organizations,
associations, artists and local government activists who perceived the past as
an important element in the construction of a modern local community:.

After beginning of socio-political transformation in the 90s, the memory
of World War II came across many changes. In the days of communism in
Poland, as well as in other countries of the Eastern Bloc it was primarily a
heroic memory — even if societies remembered about the victims the basic
narrative concerned the “victory over fascism” at the side of the Red Army.
After the fall of communism, the memory of the war focused on the victims,
and the aspect of the heroic narrative is visible only in the commemorations
of the underground resistance movement (but this is a heroism that was
completed ultimately with the defeat and the introduction of the communist
regime, not the heroism of bringing about a triumphant victory and a
“new, better world”, as was in the earlier narratives). The narration of the
martyrological memory is strengthened further by commemorating the

victims of the communist era.
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Forms of remembrance in the twenty-first century - a time of
narrative projects

The beginnings of narrative remembrance in Poland are bound up with
the foundation of the Warsaw Uprising Museum in 2004. This first-of-its-
kind modern, multimedial and narrational institution of culture aroused
enormous public interest and achieved political success, leading to other
political circles becoming interested in replicating such success. With the
traditional monument and official state commemorations in a state of crisis,
the potential of museums as new repositories of memory became apparent.
During this period, existing museums were undergoing modernization and
new institutions largely devoted, as it happens, to twentieth-century history
were being created.

The remembrance system is becoming ever more centralized. The
conservative Law and Justice party’s three-year tenure in power from 2005
to 2007 meant a return to the creation of official interpretations of the past
and open conversations about the need for the state to develop its own
historical policy. Furthermore, the state began to play the role of a guardian
and propagator of the history of groups whose past was tabooed during
the Polish People’s Republic. These groups’ tradition of remembrance based
on the use of national and religious symbols was continued in the hope
that if the state remained true to this language, it would be able to count on
these groups’ support. At the same time, the state consistently pursued its
own historical policy, which led to the Parliament of the Republic of Poland
becoming increasingly active in the creation of commemorative resolutions
(a trend that continued over the years that followed). From 2007 to 2015, the
liberal Civic Platform party was in power and also began to pursue its own
historical and “museum” policy, although this policy focused more on the
international (European) dimension of memory of Poland’s past. Under the

Civic Platform governments’ tenure, such museums as the POLIN Museum

136 | International Academic Conference in the 2nd half of 2019

of the History of Polish Jews, European Solidarity Center and Second World
War Museum were established. With return of Law and Justice Party to
power in 2015 Poland faced a shift in historical policy in which the heroic-
martyrological aspect would take center stage again. In 2016, the Council for
the Protection of Memory of the Struggle and Martyrdom was disbanded. This
institution created during the Polish People’s Republic, which had been tasked
with developing a new, secular language of remembrance, had been shaping
the Polish memory landscape for years, approving the form that monuments
took, passing judgement on the content of the inscriptions they contained
and taking care to ensure that remembrance ceremonies correlated with
each other. Following the change of political system in 1989, this institution
had devoted increasing attention to the history of the earlier mentioned
groups emerging from the shadows and appropriated their religious-
national language of remembrance to create sites of memory, mainly in the
East, commemorating the martyrology of the Polish nation. Council’s role
was assumed by the Institute of National Remembrance (IPN), an institution
created in 1998, which is still primarily occupied with the gathering and
management of documents issued by the security organs during communist
times, the conduction of academic research and investigations into Nazi and
communist crimes and public education.

[t is worth drawing attention to another post-1989 significant change,
namely a change in focus applying to the subjects around which debates
on the past are centered. Rather than focusing on the Polish-German or
Polish-Russian past to which most monuments of the 1990s such as the
Katyn Memorials or Golgothas of the East were dedicated, the most heated
debates on television and the pages of the most prominent newspapers
and opinion-forming dailies are centered around Poles’ wartime relations
with their neighbors, in particular relations between ethnic Poles and their
Jewish compatriots and the Polish-Ukrainian conflict. Consequently, although

victims of the Third Reich and USSR are currently the primary focus of official

International Comparison of Memorial Facilities for War Victims | 137



memorials in Poland, the strongest emotions are being provoked by debates
about the victims of conflicts with groups of neighbors who were citizens
of the same Polish state before the war. The transformations taking place in
Polish memory are inextricably linked to global remembrance narratives and

are imbued with an undeniable moral dimension.
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