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This article describes the attitude of the broadly understood National Camp 1 to the Jewish question under
Nazi occupation. More specifically, it examines the nationalists’ point of view on the role and situation of

the Jewish minority and their proposals for addressing this problem. This
particular point of view was shaped by two main factors: the
ideology/programme of the National Camp as formulated prior to the
outbreak of World War II, and the dramatically different socio-economic
and political circumstances which prevailed under occupation. This article
examines the extent to which prior ideological and political assumptions
remained unchanged by inertia, and how they were modified and revised.
The key differences on the Jewish question between the individual
nationalist groups should be distinguished.

The Jewish Question in the 1930s

The Jewish question was of great importance in Polish social and
political life. In the interwar period, Poland was one of the largest
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global centres of the Jewish nation.2 The problem was complicated by
the concentration of the Jewish minority within some branches of the
economy.3 In 1931, out of 3,111,000 Jewish citizens, 1,140,000 lived
from trade and credit; 52% of property commercial outlets and 40% of
crafts businesses were owned by Jews; and in 1938, Jews constituted
34% of doctors and 53% of lawyers.4

These relations fuelled anti-Semitism based on the ethnic concept of
the nation. Anna Landau-Czajka defines anti-Semitism as “an attitude
of hostility towards Jews or towards persons of Jewish origin, which is
rooted not so much in the layering of specific social conflicts as in
certain features attributed to Jews or Jewry in general”.5 When
developing this definition, attention should be paid to the peculiar
dynamics of the phenomenon: although it is often based on objective
conflicts of interest, it undergoes secondary ideologisation, leading to a
generalised hostility towards Jews, and ensuring its persistence
irrespective of the primary cause of the conflict. Speaking about the
ethnic (as opposed to racial or political) concept of a nation, the author
refers to the idea of a community bound by culture stemming from the
language and religion. From such viewpoint the basis of anti-Semitism
lies in recognising Jews as ‘alien’ and, consequently, denying (or
drastically limiting) the Jewish population the right to assimilate.

The 1930s brought a sharp deterioration in Polish-Jewish relations.
According to the US Embassy, Poles in the ‘vast majority’ sympathised
with anti-Semitism. Włodzimierz Mich wrote: “Almost commonly



accepted (by Narodowa Demokracja [the National Democrats, ND],
Obóz Zjednoczenia Narodowego [the Camp of National Unity, OZN,
‘Ozon’], some conservatives, Chrześcijańska Demokracja [the Christian
Democrats, ChD], the Catholic Church, and even Stronnictwo Ludowe
[the Peasants’ Party, SL]) was the idea of the need to oust Jews from
Polish cultural life […]. Similarly, there was a widespread belief that
Jews should be forced out of the economic sphere.”6  The main reason
seems to be the great economic crisis, initiated by the Wall Street
Crash of 1929: Poland, in its semi-peripheral position, was one of the
most affected countries.7 The decreasing purchasing power of society
resulted in the intensification of competition among businessmen,
which led to an increase in anti-Semitism. New fields of confrontation
were emerging. Institutions of higher education 8 became the arena for
the most violent struggles: Poland was characterised by an
overproduction of intelligentsia, typical for semi-peripheral countries;9

thus, the ethnic Polish youth at universities perceived the numerous
Jewish students as rivals on the shallow market of intellectual labour.
Anti-Semitism in rural areas, hitherto passive, visibly evolved: the
countryside, languishing in poverty, desperately tried to increase its
income by bypassing Jewish brokerage and selling products directly.10

Anti-Semitism arose in substantial degrees in workers’ circles, where
such moods had been effectively suppressed by the Marxist left until
then. Jewish workers sought employment in industry,11 competing for
jobs with Polish workers,12 which resulted in popularisation of slogans
such as ‘Jobs for Poles only!’13 Sometimes the class stratification
coincided with ethnicity, as in Łódź where Stronnictwo Narodowe [the
National Party, SN] mobilised Polish workers against Jewish



capitalists.14 Even if a Jew was not the immediate employer of a Pole, in
conditions of crisis the living standards of the Jewish middle-class were
higher than those of many Poles, causing frustration and envy.15 As one
anti-Semitic leaflet bitterly proclaimed: “The poorest in our own land –
it’s us!”16

All these factors caused a political expansion of anti-Semitism in Polish
society: the slogan ‘Swój do swego po swoje’ (“Ourself to ourselves for
our own”) gained popularity, as did the idea of the numerus clausus
and the so-called ‘Aryan paragraph’ excluding Jews from various social
organisations. A unique phenomenon was the anti-Jewish press – not
the magazines that published anti-Semitic content in addition to their
regular content, but those that dealt exclusively with the fight against
Jews. Despite their monotony, they were a source of income for a
considerable group of publishers and journalists. Most of them were
not organisationally associated with the National Camp, but
‘spontaneously’ represented anti-Semitism. This left its mark to
varying degrees on many political groups.17

Nevertheless, the National Camp remained the main anti-Semitic force.
In its quest to preserve its monopoly on anti-Semitism, it constantly
radicalised   its position (the press supported by the National Party
featured opinions such as “Ozon defends the Jews with anti-Semitism”18). 
Even  before  the split  [of the National Party] in 1934, Jan Mosdorf
announced in Myśl Narodowa that anti-Semitism was the essence of the
nationalist program.19 The National Party, competing in this field with Obóz



Narodowo-Radykalny [the National Radical Camp, ONR],20 consistently
sought to make anti-Semitism a party-owned element by directly
organising and leading anti-Jewish campaigns.21 The Green Ribbon
League, established in 1932, was intended to be an organisational formula
for the anti-Jewish movement, and aimed at “the absolute boycott of
Jewish trade, crafts and liberal professions”.22

In 1935, the National Party initiated a ‘national economic action’ aimed
at increasing ‘Christian’ participation in trade and crafts.23 A new
quality of the 1930s campaign was the transition from a passive
boycott (i.e. ordinary boycott propaganda) to an active form,
manifesting itself in picketing Jewish stores. A Zionist member of the
Sejm, Emil Sommerstein, described it as follows: “Pickets stand in front
of shops, stalls or Jewish workshops and do not allow customers to
enter. Whoever dares to enter will not return home with the purchased
item, they beat you and destroy the goods […]. Jewish merchants and
traders are not allowed to enter the markets in large areas of the
country.”24 Picketing was not always associated with violence, but
would often lead to it.25

Anti-Semitic circles were ambivalent towards violence. On the one hand,
some anti-Semites condemned the violence, perceiving it as amoral and
counter-productive:26 “A Christian conscience will not allow us to strike a
Jew with a baton or another weapon,” wrote Father Leon Pyżalski.27 On the
other hand, anti-Semitic journalism often expressed the acceptance of
violence 28 or even called openly  for it: 29 “Down with the falsely
understood love of thy neighbour! Let its place be taken by the holy



hatred of Jewish and pro-Jewish evil,” cried Father Ignacy Charszewski.30

Such bellicose rhetoric did not have to be an actual expression of an
inclination towards violence or a direct call to it (Anna Landau-Czajka
points out that the language of contemporary journalism and propaganda
was much more brutal than it is today)31, but it undoubtedly created an
atmosphere that stoked the consent to violence.

The ideology of nationalist anti-Semitism in the 1930s specified the
concept of the Jew. Jews were consistently treated in terms of ‘the
nation’, which ultimately shifted the Polish-Jewish conflict from the
religious to the ethnic level. Wielka Polska  proclaimed that  “Jews  – 
regardless of  their religion –  remain Jews as far as their spiritual and
physical characteristics are concerned.”32 Another anti-Semitic journal
drew the line by claiming that “baptism does not change either race or
blood.”33 While at the beginning of the century Jews were accused of
refusing to assimilate, in the 1930s they were denied the right to do so.
Catholicism, however, prevented nationalists from fully adopting such a
racist ideology. Jędrzej Giertych’s view prevailed in the National Camp:
“We are not racists – we believe that belonging to a nation is primarily a
spiritual fact, and secondarily a racial one.”34

In the 1930s, the process of demonising the Jews was
concluded.35 Naród  w Walce wrote: “Today, the Jewish question is a
central issue in world politics.”36 Samoobrona explained it thus: “Jewry
is the moral gangrene in the world; it is the seedling of all evil that, like
bacteria, is found in Jewish blood.”37 Hasło Wybrzeża Polskiego stated
directly that “the Jew is the Satan established by God for the



nations,”38 while Hasło Wołynia said that the Jews are “the sons of
Satan”.39 They were described as “cockroaches, bedbugs, bugs, a
fungus devouring everything”.40 There could be no compromise, no
modus vivendi, with such an enemy. On the eve of World War II, the
leader of the National Party announced: “There exists only one nation
for which our distrust is so immense that we cannot recognise them as our
ally for even a brief moment. This nation is the Jews.”41

The explicitly formulated strategic aim was the forced emigration of
the Jewish population from Poland.42 The removal of Jews accused of
Communism, fighting Catholicism and planning the demoralisation of
society 43 would facilitate the healing of social relations and ensure the
moral and political unity of the nation. It was also believed that the
emigration of Jews would automatically solve Poland’s economic
problems: both unemployment and the lack of ploughland would
disappear; the nationalists foresaw that the most active rural element
would flow into the towns deserted by the Jews, creating a native
Polish urban class.44 Yet in the transitional period, the legal
discrimination and full separation of the Jewish minority were
planned.45 The numerus clausus slogan was replaced by the concept of
numerus nullus.46 Jędrzej Giertych wrote: “Regarding the Jews […] we
will apply […] the principle of pushing them into the ‘ghetto’ in the
most rigorous way. Publishing magazines, books etc. in Polish will be
forbidden to  them.  […] They will be barred from professions like the
practice of law, medicine, pharmaceutics, journalism, etc. […]. They
will be expelled from Polish schools (common, secondary and higher).
They will be excluded from holding of state and local government, etc.



offices.”47 This was the ideological baggage with which the National
Camp entered World War II.
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