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R
Jonathan Huener and Andrea Löw

German occupation during World War II brought terror, suffer-
ing, and death to Poland. Nearly all in occupied Poland lost relatives 
or friends. Nearly all witnessed violence and brutality. Poland suffered 
the highest percentage of human losses during World War II: between 
5.6 and 5.8 million Polish citizens—more than 16 percent of the pop-
ulation—lost their lives between 1939 and 1945. Of them, nearly 3 
million were Jews, representing about 92 percent of the prewar Jew-
ish population. The Holocaust was centered in occupied Poland, where 
Jews were killed in massacres, in labor camps, in the concentration and 
annihilation camps Auschwitz and Majdanek, and in the killing centers 
Chełmno nad Nerem (Kulmhof ), Treblinka, Bełżec, and Sobibór. These 
experiences were traumatic, and they have overshadowed Polish society 
for decades. They are also the source of controversy and debates that 
continue to the present day.

Poland suffered under two occupation regimes. The German Army 
marched into Poland on 1 September 1939, and its Soviet ally invaded 
the country from the east on 17 September. Until Hitler broke his non-
aggression pact with Stalin in June 1941 by invading the Soviet Union, 
Poland had to endure both Nazi and Soviet occupation. For nearly two 
years, Poland’s eastern territories were under Soviet rule, which was 
deadly as well for many Polish citizens. The Katyń massacre was the 
most infamous of Soviet crimes against the Polish people, but tens of 
thousands of others suffered incarceration, forced labor, and deporta-
tion to Siberia. The Soviet occupation of eastern Poland is of course an 
important topic itself; this volume, however, concentrates on the Ger-
man occupation.1
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Hitler stated before the war had started that one principal goal of 
the war and occupation of Poland was to eliminate representatives of the 
Polish elites. And indeed, the occupation was deadly for many of them. 
On 22 August 1939, Hitler informed members of the Wehrmacht lead-
ership who had been summoned to his Obersalzberg retreat of the ex-
pectations for German soldiers during the imminent attack on Poland: 
“Have no pity,” Hitler reportedly urged his generals. “Brutal attitude. 
Eighty million people shall get what is their right. Their existence has 
to be secured. The strongest has the right. Greatest severity [Größte 
Härte].”2 One of the generals present at this meeting noted in his diary: 
“Führer is determined to finish with Poland,”3 while the Chief of the 
German General Staff, Franz Halder, recorded Hitler’s most import-
ant demands to his military leaders. Halder noted, among other things: 
“Goal: Annihilation of Poland, that is, destruction of active power. We 
are not setting out just to reach a specific line or establish a new frontier, 
but rather we seek the annihilation of the enemy, which we must pur-
sue in ever new ways.”4 This left little room for misunderstanding, for 
at issue here was not merely crushing the enemy army and conquering 
territory but destroying Poland. The German forces were to take brutal 
action and destroy the enemy permanently. International law and hu-
manitarian considerations had no place, and this was clear before even 
the first German soldier had set foot on Polish soil.

Immediately after the war, Polish historians began to analyze the 
German invasion and occupation, and their effects on the ethnic Pol-
ish population. By contrast, the work of scholars from other countries 
tended to concentrate on the persecution of the Polish Jews.5 In more 
recent decades, however, scholars’ perspectives have become broader as 
they have confronted violence against the non-Jewish Polish population, 
the brutal actions against both Jews and Poles during the invasion and 
early occupation, and massacres of the Polish civilian population.6

With the German-Soviet Border and Friendship Treaty of 28 Septem-
ber 1939, about half of Poland’s territory fell under German occupation 
along with about two-thirds of the population, including two-thirds of 
the Polish Jews. Until 25 October, occupied Poland was under military 
administration; the following day the German Reich annexed the west-
ern Polish territories, the Regierungsbezirk (“administrative district”) 
Zichenau, and in the remaining part of German-occupied Poland, it  
established the “General Government of the Occupied Polish Territo-
ries,” or General Government. The three western territories annexed to 
the Reich—the “Reichsgau Wartheland” or “Warthegau” in the cen-
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ter, East Upper Silesia in the south, and the “Reichsgau Danzig-West-
preußen” in the north—were marked for aggressive economic, cultural, 
and racial Germanization.7 Jews and Poles in these regions were subject 
to “resettlement”—a brutal program of deportations into the General 
Government begun already in late 1939. In light of protests from the 
Governor General Hans Frank, the transports were halted, with the re-
sult that in many places Jews were forced to live in ghettos. These were 
intended as a temporary measure until local administrators would, by 
means yet to be determined, be in a position to rid cities and towns of 
their Jewish populations.8

For most ethnic Poles—whether in the annexed territories, in the 
General Government, or in territories further east occupied after the 
German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941—Nazi rule meant 
years of discrimination, material deprivation, exploitation, or death by 
malnutrition, disease, deportation, incarceration, or execution. To be 
sure, conditions for Poles varied according to region, circumstance, and 
the policies and practices of individual Nazi authorities and administra-
tors, but the brutality of the occupation was universal across the Polish 
lands.

Poles lived in constant danger; Jews in Poland would, over the course 
of the occupation, be marked for total, systematic annihilation. Even if 
the National Socialists’ initial goal was the subsequent deportation of 
Jews to the East, hundreds of thousands died in the ghettos of disease 
and starvation. Some German officials were in favor of exploiting the 
Jews in the ghettos as forced laborers for the Wehrmacht and German 
industry for as long as possible; others regarded the ghettos as places of 
the Jews’ “indirect annihilation.”9

After the German attack on the Soviet Union in June 1941, the 
extermination process turned to direct annihilation. Mobile killing 
units known as Einsatzgruppen, which had also been deployed during 
the invasion of Poland in 1939, shot thousands of Jews—first Jewish 
men, but soon also women and children—as German forces advanced 
eastward. The Nazis began erecting killing centers on Polish soil at the 
end of 1941. The Chełmno (Kulmhof ) killing center in the Reichsgau 
Wartheland began operations in December of that year, followed by 
the “Operation Reinhard” killing centers in the General Government: 
Bełżec, Sobibór, and Treblinka.10 For several decades after the war, these 
annihilation camps received far less scholarly attention than two other 
concentration camps with killing facilities attached: Majdanek, located 
outside the Polish city of Lublin, and especially Auschwitz. Located in 
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annexed East Upper Silesia and originally intended for Polish political 
prisoners, Auschwitz was an enormous complex of camps with prisoners 
from across the European continent and became the largest single site 
for the annihilation of European Jews.11

In recent decades (more precisely, since the 1990s), scholarship on 
the German occupation and the Holocaust in Poland has developed 
in significant ways. The growing accessibility of archival collections, a 
new generation of researchers in Poland and beyond, an ever-growing 
number of scholars able to work in the Polish, Yiddish, and German lan-
guages, and innovative methodological approaches to questions old and 
new have both broadened and deepened the historiography in the field. 
The chapters in this volume reflect these impulses and opportunities.

An especially important trend in recent years has been research into 
the social history of occupation and persecution in the Polish lands. 
Through analysis of Alltagsgeschichte, or the history of everyday life, Jews 
especially have come into focus as individuals with agency and manifold 
reactions to persecution, as opposed to depictions of Jews—common 
in earlier scholarship—as anonymous or passive victims, or in relation 
to discussions of the Jewish Councils and their cooperation with the 
German authorities. An emerging literature has therefore emphasized 
Jewish interpretations of persecution, Jewish strategies of survival, and 
analytical categories such as gender, age, and class.12

Scholars have also increasingly emphasized the reactions of the non- 
Jewish Polish population to occupation and persecution, and the vari-
ous ways Poles interpreted their situation. Building upon a substantial  
Polish-language literature, local and “micro” studies of the occupation, 
in combination with analyses of the history of everyday life, have re-
vealed in new contours the experiences of Poles, Jews, and their rela-
tionships to one another. Occupation and persecution brought about a 
world of terror and fear that enabled human behaviors both diverse and 
complex, and the last decades have thus seen an increase in research on 
the social dynamics of occupation and persecution within and among 
different groups. Recent research has also come to address different re-
actions to the occupation, different forms of cooperation with and re-
sistance against the occupier, and the motivations behind such varied 
responses. Adding nuance to the categories of perpetrators, victims, and 
bystanders that Raul Hilberg introduced decades ago,13 researchers have 
now more effectively analyzed social processes and dynamics, acknowl-
edging the ever-changing behavior of actors confronted with terror and 
violence, persecution and death.14
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The German occupiers created the conditions for the persecution of 
the Jews in occupied Poland. Without war and German occupation, the 
Holocaust would not have been possible. For various reasons, however, 
parts of the Polish population helped the Germans in their murderous 
actions. The complicated relationship between different groups in occu-
pied Poland, especially the Polish-Jewish relationship and the question 
of how Poles reacted to the persecution and murder of Jews, has for 
decades been at the center of heated debates. In recent years, research 
in Poland, and in some cases research by North American scholars of 
Polish origin, has shown the manifold reactions by rural Polish popula-
tions to the fate of their Jewish neighbors.15 Their work has broadened 
our knowledge of the Holocaust in the Polish lands in profound ways, 
even as it has elicited in Poland strong reactions from voices in both the 
academy and in government circles and agencies.

The contributions to this volume, although not overtly intended 
to contribute to the above debates and controversies, do nonetheless 
challenge conventional paradigms by asking new questions, engaging 
new sources, and employing new methodologies—all reflecting current 
trends in the recent historiography on the German occupation of Po-
land. For her chapter on the Łódź and Warsaw ghettos, Andrea Löw has 
mined a diverse array of sources that reveal how Jews documented their 
experiences in these two contexts. These sources—chronicles, diaries, 
photographs, encyclopedia articles, and the analyses of professional his-
torians—make it possible, according to Löw, for scholars today to write 
an “inner history” of the ghettos and those who lived in them. In the 
absence of a consistent typology of the ghetto, such sources are decisive 
in accounting for the dramatic diversity of experience both within indi-
vidual ghettos and between them. Warsaw and Łódź, as the two largest 
ghettos in the Nazi empire, offer an abundance of Jewish sources for the 
researcher, especially with respect to journalistic and scholarly analyses. 
Moreover, the archives established in these two ghettos are of tremen-
dous importance to the historian, for they represent, in Löw’s words, 
“the largest systematic endeavors to document life and death during the 
Holocaust.” Whether the Chronicle and Encyclopedia emerging from 
the Łódź ghetto archive, the photographic documentation of the Łódź 
ghetto’s Statistical Department, or the sophisticated accounts of trained 
historians in the Underground Archive of the Warsaw Ghetto, sources 
such as these reveal the complex social reality of everyday life in the 
ghettos and counter conventional interpretations of ghetto prisoners as 
passive victims. Equipped with this documentation, historians are able, 
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in Löw’s words, to “give ghetto life a human face, describing human sub-
mission, suffering, and death, but also human agency, resilience, and, in 
certain forms, resistance.”

Natalia Aleksiun is also concerned with agency and resistance, but 
in different forms and in a different context—that of Jews in hiding or 
passing as “Aryans” under the occupation. Relationships—emotional, 
intimate, and perilous—are the focus of her chapter, in which she ex-
plores love and dependence among Jews and non-Jews in eastern Gali-
cia. Although there is, as Aleksiun notes, a growing literature on “mixed 
marriages” in the context of the Holocaust, such relationships in eastern 
Europe have thus far received little scholarly attention. Relying exten-
sively on ego documents such as diaries, memoirs, and post-Holocaust 
testimonies, Aleksiun locates and interprets these sources in the complex 
social matrices of prewar East Galicia, the Soviet occupation from 1939 
to 1941, and the German occupation from 1941 to 1945, analyzing 
throughout how “the context of the Holocaust shape[d] private expres-
sions of emotions when public displays become impossible.” As Alek-
siun demonstrates, traditional hostility toward Jews, legal restrictions 
imposed by the German occupiers, and the multiple ways in which Jews 
in relationships with Gentiles were vulnerable to intimidation, abuse, 
and violence meant public acknowledgement or disclosure of these rela-
tionships were undertaken at great risk. Eluding such risk, and surviving, 
necessitated reliance or dependence not only on non-Jewish partners, 
but also on complex and fragile networks of assistance and rescue. The 
individual stories in this chapter—eight in all—are compelling. They 
illustrate the power disparities inherent in Jewish-Gentile relationships; 
they reveal the dangers of exposure, sexual abuse, and extortion; and 
they expose the anti-Jewish hostility of the broader population. But they 
also reveal unique forms of altruism, individual and collective courage, 
and, in some cases, the resilience and endurance of commitment be-
tween partners and within the broader “emotional communities” that 
supported them.

Maren Röger’s contribution to this volume likewise explores forbid-
den intimate relationships, but her focus is on sexual encounters in-
volving German men and Polish women. Situating her analysis in the 
context of the German occupation and the new racial, material, judi-
cial, and gender power relations that accompanied it, Röger accounts 
for the oppressive and often brutal manifestations of Nazi Sexualpoli-
tik in occupied Poland—but also its paradoxes. Because Poles and Jews 
were, according to Nazi ideology, on a racial level lower than that of the 
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Germans, sexual encounters with them were prohibited. Such liaisons 
nonetheless occurred in various forms, which Röger groups into the 
categories “commercial,” “consensual,” and “forced.” Despite the ban 
on such contacts, the German authorities quickly organized brothels 
for military personnel, with the justification that a system of regulated 
prostitution would reduce the likelihood of both sexual assault and 
consensual relations—a system of, in Röger’s words, “prohibition with 
deliberate exceptions.” The women in the brothels were mostly Poles 
and never Jews; some were professional prostitutes assigned to these es-
tablishments, while others were Polish women who were forced into 
the brothels as punishment for having sexual relations with a German 
man. As Röger emphasizes, the categories of “commercial,” “consen-
sual,” and “forced” were not distinct or fixed. Consensual relationships 
between German men and Polish women often involved bartering, and 
sometimes provided economic benefits for women. Moreover, intimacy 
could, for women, be motivated by desire, love, economic necessity, or a 
combination thereof, thus blurring the line between consensual and co-
ercive contact. Violent sexual coercion occurred in a variety of settings: 
in the workplace, in the context of German men attending to “official 
duties” such as confiscations or searches, in prisons, and especially for 
Jewish women, in ghettos and camps. The German authorities believed 
sexual violence undermined both discipline and the credibility of the 
occupation regime, and therefore did not encourage it, but in clear dis-
regard of the victims, they also chose not to confront it in any conse-
quential way. All relationships between German men and local women, 
as Röger concludes, “arose within a clearly structured arena of power” in 
which the men were empowered politically as occupiers over the occu-
pied, racially as members of the “master race” over the “subhuman,” and 
in terms of gender relations, as men over women.

Like Maren Röger, Jonathan Huener is concerned in his chapter with 
the treatment of ethnic Poles, but in the context of Kirchenpolitik, or 
National Socialist policy toward the churches. The persecution of the 
Catholic Church, which the authorities regarded as a bastion of Polish 
national sentiment, is well known, but Huener accounts for the signif-
icant differences in Nazi policy across the various regions of German- 
occupied Poland. In the Reichsgau Wartheland, where the regime’s 
measures against the church were most aggressive, nearly all Catholic 
churches were closed during the occupation, countless prohibitions re-
stricted access to the church and its ministries, and the clergy were sub-
ject to executions in the early stages of the war and mass incarceration 
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thereafter. The distinct brutality of Kirchenpolitik in the Wartheland was 
linked to Gauleiter Arthur Greiser’s efforts to establish it as a Mustergau, 
or “model Gau,” serving as a testing and proving ground for any variety 
of policies subsequently to be enacted elsewhere in the Reich. Huener 
also argues that Nazi measures against the Catholic Church (and, sig-
nificantly, also against Polish Lutherans) in the Wartheland were but 
one aspect of a broad and extensive Germanization process to be un-
dertaken there. Germanization was, of course, on the agenda elsewhere, 
but in other areas of occupied Poland—in the annexed territories of 
Danzig-Westpreußen and East Upper Silesia, and in the General Gov-
ernment—treatment of the churches was less aggressive. Initially brutal 
in the Reichsgau Danzig-Westpreußen, church life was largely restored 
there over the course of the occupation, while persecution of the church 
in overwhelmingly Catholic East Upper Silesia was mild compared to 
the Wartheland. In both territories, the goal appears to have been to 
make the Catholic Church more “German,” whereas in the Mustergau, 
the Nazi authorities aimed to reduce the church to virtual inactivity 
and, in the longer run, to supervise its demise. Kirchenpolitik in occu-
pied Poland was, as Huener concludes, both marked by inconsistency 
and guided by expediency, but it was in the Wartheland that it was to 
function as a template for the future postwar Reich.

The chapter by Tomasz Frydel confronts the controversial role of the 
Polish “Blue” Police during the German occupation. Officially named 
the “Polish Police in the General Government,” the Blue Police—so 
named because of the color of their uniforms—were subordinated to 
the German police and frequently participated in actions against both 
Jews and ethnic Poles. These included searches, arrests, roundups for 
forced labor, killings, and participation in the Judenjagd, or “Jew Hunt,” 
which the author refers to as the “third stage” of the Holocaust in Po-
land. Frydel’s analysis dispenses with the neat reductive categories of 
perpetrator, collaborator, or antisemite, and moves beyond convenient 
generalizations of their behavior and what he characterizes as a “mono-
lithic understanding of the Polish Police as the foot soldiers of a hateful 
antisemitism.” Instead, he stresses the importance of individual agency, 
circumstance, and “situational as opposed to dispositional factors.” 
Relying on records from postwar trials and the testimonies of Jewish 
survivors, Frydel argues that the actions of the Polish Police were influ-
enced by three main factors: German power and authority, the Polish 
underground resistance, and the local population. As an extension of the 
Order Police and, in his words, “[h]arnessed to the Nazi machinery of 
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destruction,” the Blue Police both as an organization and as individuals 
had only limited autonomy. Facing the possibility of punishment by the 
underground for participation in crimes against the local population, 
yet also frequently cooperating with resistance forces in gathering and 
passing along intelligence, the Polish Police responded to complex and 
dynamic forces, aiding both Jews and Poles in some cases, and partic-
ipating in actions against them in others. Functioning as “protectors” 
of communities in the absence of legitimate state authority, they could 
warn Jews and Poles of impending roundups, or assist or turn a blind 
eye to fugitives. Throughout, however, their behavior was profoundly 
influenced by the racial hierarchy imposed by the occupation regime 
and its genocidal policies: Jewish and Polish lives remained of differing 
value, and protection of Poles had a higher priority.

No two events during the German occupation of Poland have com-
manded as much attention from historians as the 1943 uprising in War-
saw’s ghetto and the 1944 Warsaw uprising of the Polish underground. 
In his chapter, Winson Chu traces the narrative trajectory of these two 
events that have come to be regarded as “moral victories” in the context 
of a “totalitarianism paradigm” that emerged decades ago and has seen 
new life in the scholarship and museums of contemporary Poland. Both 
uprisings were tragic: the overwhelming majority of Jews remaining 
in the Warsaw Ghetto were killed during and in the aftermath of the 
ghetto revolt, and as many as two hundred thousand died at the hands 
of the Germans in the 1944 uprising. It would appear the two events 
had much in common: both were events in which Jews and Poles, ne-
glected by outside forces, fought and died; both could serve as “bedrocks 
of heroic narratives that overwrite the passive resistance of survival.” Yet 
they are, Chu contends, historically incompatible, and it is in the con-
text of the totalitarianism paradigm that they have been reconciled in a 
serviceable historical narrative—a narrative that emphasizes similarities 
between the Nazi and Stalinist regimes, a narrative that sees Poland as a 
victim of both, and a narrative that elides the Jewish experience of the 
ghetto uprising. As Chu writes, “the totalitarianism paradigm that fo-
cuses on Polish heroes and victims in the fight for independence is hard 
to reconcile with the experiences of Jews, who often suffered hostility 
or worse from Poles on the one hand, and, on the other, for whom the 
arrival of Soviet forces meant salvation rather than national subjugation 
or death.” According to Chu, Poland’s Warsaw Rising Museum and Mu-
seum of the Second World War, both opened in the last twenty years, 
are prime examples of the paradigm’s contemporary currency in the 
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public sphere—a reflection of the growing dominance of “nationalized” 
history both in Poland and elsewhere in eastern Europe.

Dariusz Stola’s chapter is also concerned with the politics and culture 
of historical memory in Poland, as he traces the trajectory of Poland’s 
debates on the Holocaust over the past eighty years. Stressing Poland’s 
unique status as the main arena for the Holocaust, the challenges as-
sociated with the historically problematic role of “bystander,” the im-
portance of controversies over the Holocaust in the 1940s and in the 
communist era, and the transformative debates that have arisen over the 
last twenty-five years, his synthesis addresses developments in the histo-
riography and in public manifestations of Holocaust memory. For Stola, 
universal proximity to the annihilation of the Jews in wartime led to 
diverse and psychologically complex responses on the part of non-Jews  
to the killing in their midst—on the part of individuals, on the part of 
resistance organizations, in the underground press, among intellectuals 
in the early postwar years, and, not least, on the part of state authorities 
in the communist era that followed, which saw the crimes against Jews 
on Polish soil marginalized or subsumed into the persecution of “Poles” 
or the citizens of many states. Stola then explores a transition period of 
the 1980s and 1990s marked by the responses to Claude Lanzmann’s 
film Shoah, by the controversy surrounding a 1987 article by the liter-
ary historian Jan Błoński—largely a debate among Polish-Catholic in-
tellectuals—and by the controversies surrounding the commemorative 
landscape of the Auschwitz memorial site. The reader will likely find 
especially compelling Stola’s analysis of disputes over the Holocaust that 
have emerged over the past twenty-five years, initiated by the publi-
cation of Neighbors, Jan Gross’ controversial account of the Jebwabne 
massacre in 1941, which, in Stola’s words, “marked a dramatic shift in 
terms of Poles’ understanding of responsibility for and participation in 
the Holocaust.” In the years that followed, Poles would be forced to 
confront not only their victimization at the hands of the Germans but 
their complicity and even participation in the crimes of the Shoah. The 
backlash against Neighbors and Gross’ subsequent publications was se-
vere and led to claims that Gross, his defenders, and other scholars who 
have since challenged a national-heroic narrative of Poland’s wartime 
experience have been engaging in an unjust “pedagogy of shame” sur-
rounding the events of the Holocaust. That the debates of recent years 
have been aired largely in social media networks points to the disturbing 
conclusion—surely unsettling to the serious student of history—that 
controversies once characterized by efforts to persuade in the interest of 
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reaching a common conclusion have now been superseded by a Man-
ichaean “model of political competition” that works to lure the unde-
cided and exclude the opposition, leading us perhaps back to what Stola 
describes, in relation to an earlier era, as a “dialog of the deaf.”

In his concluding chapter, Ingo Loose explores the tension that has 
emerged in recent years between, on the one hand, the empiricism and 
new approaches to writing history that characterize, for example, the 
chapters in this volume, and on the other, the politics of history and 
memory in contemporary Poland. Reminding the reader of the preva-
lence of documentation about the German occupation and Holocaust, 
he issues a call for a persistent and rigorous reliance on the sources—
those of perpetrators, bystanders, and especially victims—which can 
provide us with the “integrated histories” that have so effectively ex-
panded the scholarship in recent decades. Advancing new topics and 
deploying new sources in historical research can, however, conflict with 
nation-affirming agendas in culture, the media, and especially politics, 
as Winson Chu and Dariusz Stola have made clear. In particular, Loose 
emphasizes the ways in which the current Polish government and its 
populist, national-conservative Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (PiS) party have 
engaged in a new Geschichtspolitik (“politics of history”) with the goal of 
guiding and instrumentalizing current historical scholarship. Advanced 
through the work of state-financed organizations (“GONGOs”) and the 
courts, this agenda, according to Loose, poses a threat to the exploration 
of new topics and the deployment of essential sources, especially those 
authored by Jewish victims of the Holocaust. The greatest challenge for 
the future will not be the acquisition and accumulation of knowledge, 
“but how we communicate this history, how we understand the de-
gree of political influence and commercialization of the topic, and how 
we maintain our resilience against intentional disinformation, fake re-
search, or intentionally revisionist views that contradict the sources.” 
“Knowledge of historical events also depends to a large extent on the 
acceptance of a narrative,” Loose contends, and it is the official priv-
ileging of redemptive narratives in the history of the occupation that 
poses a threat to the freedom and integrity of the historian’s craft in the 
future.

Jonathan Huener is Professor of History, Leonard and Carolyn Miller 
Distinguished Professor of Holocaust Studies, and Director of the Car-
olyn and Leonard Miller Center for Holocaust Studies at the University 
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