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Polish historical memory of WWII and the immediate post-war period after 1989

On the anthropological point of view, memory encompasses individual and collective experiences and is divided, correspondingly, into individual memory and collective (social) memory. Helga Hirsch introduced into scholarly circulation the notion of post-memory, i.e., the contents of our consciousness that comes not from our own experience but from our close ones or via school education, books, movies, museums, and traditions. Thus, Hirsch singled out individual post-memory and collective historical post-memory. Most Poles did not have an immediate personal experience of World War II and thus are using post-memory. The notion “Polish historical memory” is viewed by the present author in terms of collective post-memory.
In the 1980s the historical science, just like historical memory, was a field of rivalry between the authorities and the opposition. Communists sought to legitimize their rule by history. This legitimization was found in the Soviet Union’s victory over Nazi Germany and the involvement of communist-led Polish military units in this victory. This fact was emphasized by official historiography, popular literature, and the cinematography of the time. The opposition sought to weaken the authority of the powers that be by referring to the facts that were disadvantageous for the latter. The underground published numerous books and brochures on taboo topics. Regarding World War II, three questions were crucial: the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, which resulted in military aggression on Sept. 17, 1939; the Katyn crime; and the Yalta Agreement. As a result, history became an ersatz of politics, while attitudes to certain events polarized people on the government–opposition, or us–them, axis.
In 1989 real, legal political life emerged, relieving history of its unsavory role. It should be noted here that the Polish path to freedom led through the Round Table Talks in February 1989, partly free elections in June the same year, and the so-called contract Sejm. This required a change in the discourse of both the government and the opposition. The metaphor of a “thick draw line” drawn under the previous period was first used by Tadeusz Mazowiecki, Poland’s first non-communist prime minister. It was interpreted as a need to focus on current problems and future challenges and forget about the past. At the time, it was referred to as the “Spanish way out of dictatorship,” i.e., the need to forget biographies for the sake of peace in society. Aleksander Kwaśniewski ran for president in 1995 with the slogan “Let’s choose our future!” which in the context of the time was interpreted not only as “Let’s focus our attention on what the future has in store for us” but also as “Let’s stop settling accounts with the past!” This approach brought him victory.

At the time, researchers of newest history concentrated on removing “blank spots,” i.e., studying previously taboo topics (e.g. the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, the Katyn massacre, etc. in the case of World War II). Most cities got rid of monuments expressing gratitude to the Red Army and obelisks honoring the establishment of “popular rule” and instead built memorials commemorating the figures and organizations that had been called “reactionary” by the official historians of the People’s Republic of Poland. 
In the 1990s, more serious research into the history of national minorities in the period spanning WWII, anti-communist underground (during and after the war), and Soviet occupation was launched. In the mid-1990s, Poland saw the first serious works on the activities of OUN–UPA, forced deportations during and after the war, and the Polish-Ukrainian, Polish-Jewish, and Polish-Belarusian relations. Their publication did not cause a wide public response—these topics were of interest only to specialists and the affected communities.

The late 1990s witnessed gradually increasing interest in historical topics, in particular among the political elites. In 1999, a Polish-British Historical Commission was set up to study the contribution of Polish intelligence to World War II. In 2000, the Institute of National Remembrance (INR) was founded for the purpose of doing justice to the crimes committed under the PRP. As if “inheriting” research interests from its historical predecessor, the Crime Persecution Commission, the INR also started investigating World War II. It launched a series of educational and research projects in this field. The same year, in 2000, Jan T. Gross published his book Neighbors: The Destruction of the Jewish Community in Jedwabne, Poland. The author described Poles as the perpetrators of the crime, which contradicted the traditional self-image of Poles, who considered themselves to be heroic victims of World War II. Historical topics were suddenly in the limelight of public attention. In 2001 Gross’ book made waves in the mass media and sparked hot public debate that involved both professional historians and political writers.
In 2000–2005 historical topics, including WWII-related events, entered public discourse. An example of this can be seen in the following facts: a discussion of Operation Vistula and its condemnation by the Polish Senate (2000), memorials honoring the victims of the Jedwabne pogrom (2001), the Polish-Ukrainian ceremony commemorating the victims of the Volyn tragedy in Porytsk, and, at the same time, the rehabilitation of the UPA in Western Ukraine (2003). In 2004, the problem of “refugees” aroused discussion caused by a project to create the Refugee Center in Berlin. Another problem was the notion “Polish concentration camps” used in Western mass media in reference to Nazi camps located on the occupied territory of Poland. As a result, apart from deeper critical reflection, part of the public came to believe that in the international perspective Poles were no longer seen as victims of World War II and, instead, began to be viewed as its instigators.
In 2004, a ceremony to commemorate the 60th anniversary of the 1944 Warsaw Uprising was held in Warsaw. The Warsaw Uprising Museum was opened on the initiative of Lech Kaczyński. A wonderful exhibition focusing on the heroism of the insurgents and omitting problematic issues was a huge success helping Kaczyński win the 2005 presidential elections. The museum enjoys wide popularity attracting not only groups of school students but also tourists from all over the world.
The period of 2005–2007 was the time when “history policy” was created. Its essence is significant involvement of the government’s apparatus in creating a unified vision of the past, including World War II. The ruling circles explicitly referred to the tradition of the Armia Krajowa in public speeches. Special attention was paid to the post-war anti-communist underground as illustrated by President Kaczyński’s participation in a ceremony commemorating a controversial figure—Ogień (Fire), the commander of a guerrilla movement in Podgórze. The INR played a large part in this by initiating the campaign to rename the streets that were previously named after persons who co-created the ancient regime.
The changes on the Polish political arena in 2007 put an end to the period of the “history policy.” However, this does not mean that interest in history dropped. The main difference is that the 2005–2007 “monolog” on the events of the past was replaced with “polyphony.” This led to two niche TV programs (TVP History and TV History), over a dozen historical competitive programs pertaining to the newest history (including the Herbst, Moczarski, and Strzembosz prizes), a variety of ambitious museum projects (in particular, the Museum of Jewish History, the Museum of the History of Poland, and the World War II Museum).
A question arises: What contribution did this process make to the shaping of the memory (and post-memory) of Poles? There are no comprehensive studies of historical consciousness with regard to World War II. Therefore, we have to rely on case studies and personal observations. No doubt, significant changes have taken place since 1989. In particular, the Holocaust is no longer “part of Polish wartime life” but a part of Jewish experience. Katyn is now one of the most important symbols of Polish martyrology along with Oświęncym and Majdanek. Stalin is now considered to be as responsible for World War II as Hitler. Local and regional history is becoming increasingly popular. The activities of local historical associations, historical reconstruction groups, and debates at specialized historical forums are an especially interesting phenomenon. Regional differences manifest themselves in answers to the question about the most important wartime event. In Silesia and Pomerania it was the Volkslist, in Rzeszów region—the Polish-Ukrainian conflict, in Zamość and Kielce—the guerilla struggle, and in Białystok—Soviet deportations to Siberia and NKVD repressions. These differences show the large impact of family experiences, which are not associated with school education and institutions tasked with popularizing history.
In conclusion, one more phenomenon should be mentioned: Poland’s regained independence, emergence of independent states outside its borders, and free exchange of information caused many people to notice that Polish historical memory of World War II is often in obvious contradiction to the memory of the neighboring nations (in particular, Ukrainians, Lithuanians, and Belarusians). This most often triggers an aggressive-defensive reaction and less often—a desire to engage in dialog.
