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This article examines how and why the Bund and the Polish Socialist Party (PPS)
cooperated on the local level in Tarnów in the interwar period. Besides the
ideological rapprochement of the two parties, there was an intrinsic logic to the
relations between the Bund and the PPS in Tarnów, which may be measured in
the successes oyf der yidisher gas (such as common protest actions on the
streets) and in municipal institutions, and in the contact between both local
leaders and their outlooks. The relations of the party members in daily life and
everyday encounters generate new insights from a micro-historical perspective.
The fact that working together yielded real outcomes and that some changes
were palpable in daily life encouraged further collaboration. Particular attention
is devoted to work in a joint Socialist Club within the city council of Tarnów
between 1934 and 1939 and to the trials and successes of this club.
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When considering relations between the Bund and the Polish Socialist Party (PPS), his-
torians have analysed first and foremost ideological differences, and antagonisms, but
have also examined influences and eventual rapprochements.1 The respective stand-
points of the two parties towards urgent political and ideological questions, their inte-
gration within wider national and international contexts and organisations (such as the
Labour and Socialist International), their respective understandings of “nationality,”
and the implications of these understandings for the agendas of both parties have all
been the focus of attention. We thus have a good foundation from which to examine
relations between the Bund and the PPS from a different standpoint – a micro-historical
perspective. This paper takes a bottom-up point of view and asks what the relations
between these two parties and between the local leaders of these parties were like on
a municipal stage. Our example is a midsized city in Western Galicia – Tarnów –

which, in the Second Polish Republic, was on the country’s periphery.2 The micro-
historical perspective not only allows us to look at dominating discourses and
ideologies and the ways they broke in on the local level, but can also shed light on
matters specific to the locality, on regional distinctions, everyday encounters, and on
individuals whose lives lead us to question seemingly fixed categories. Everyday life
and the reality that individuals had to face at work, at home, and on the streets required,
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after all, specific strategies of action and practice. Besides the ideological implications,
there was an intrinsic logic to the relations between the Bund and the PPS in Tarnów,
which may be measured in the successes oyf der yidisher gas (lit. “on the Jewish street”
or “in Jewish society”) and in municipal institutions, and in the contact between local
leaders and between their outlooks. The aim of this approach is to generate new insights
that are hard to see when looking from a top-down direction or from the “centre” rather
than from the periphery.

According to Abraham Brumberg, Bund–PPS relations were characterised by
“intermittent friction, mutual suspicion and occasional collaboration alternating with
repeated failures.”3 Both the Bund and the PPS played a prominent role in Tarnów
from the mid 1920s. In this case, cooperation between the two parties was rather suc-
cessful, and both parties benefited from it. The questions that arise, therefore, are “Why
did the local branches of these parties apparently work well together?” and “How does
this rapprochement reflect general tendencies within Poland in the second half of the
1930s?”

The Bund in Tarnów

“Young Bundists but old socialists” – these words of Henryk Erlich were inscribed in
the memory of the young Bundist from Tarnów Aron Sporn.4 The Jewish Social-
Democratic Party in Galicia (ŻPSD) fused with the Polish Bund in 1920.5 In the
same year, a local group of the Bund was founded in Tarnów. The newly established
Tarnów Bund, however, built on the work of Tarnów’s ŻPSD, which had been in exist-
ence for quite some time before the merger took place.6 The ŻPSD was created in 1905
and one of the founding fathers in Tarnów – Joshua Landau – stresses in his memoirs
what an inspiring and lasting impression the writings of the Bund made on him.7 The
young tailor David Batist – later to become one of the leaders of the Tarnów Bund –

was very engaged in local aid, especially during the First World War, when many
women remained alone with their children and didn’t get any help from elsewhere.8

Relations between the ŻPSD and the Polish Social Democratic Party of Galicia and
Upper Silesia (PPSD) in Tarnów were initially marked by conflict.9 Conflicts mostly
revolved around the question of whether or not Jews could be considered a national-
ity.10 In the interwar period, differences between Tarnów’s PPS (which occupied the
place on the political spectrum which had earlier been occupied by the PPSD) and
Tarnów’s Bund (which in turn occupied the political position that had earlier been
occupied by the ŻPSD) gradually diminished, and the parties began to work together.
Their achievements consolidated their cooperation.

In the interwar period the local group of the Bund did not engage only or strictly in
political activities. As elsewhere, the Bund in Tarnów also engaged in cultural and
educational work. Local branches of the Bundist youth organisation Tsukunft, of the
Bundist children’s organisation SKIF (Sotsyalistisher Kinder Farband), and of the
Bundist sports movement Morgnshtern were all created, as were a theatre section, a
women’s organisation, arbeyter-heymen, libraries, and summer camps for the young.11

Oyf der yidisher gas

“Walking through Tarnów’s main alleys or rich quarters,” wrote Eliezer Wurzel in a
yizker bukh devoted to Tarnów, “one could get the impression that all Jews in town
were rich tradespeople, real estate owners or lawyers – because that’s what was most
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eye-catching at first glance. But if one only took the trouble to walk down to the damp
basement dwellings… situated in the quarter of Grabuvke or oyf der yidisher gas you
could see… all the misery and hardship… These homes in dire straits breathed the air
of struggle; the struggle for a new life, for human rights and for existence came from
there.”12 Eliezer Wurzel has given the best description of the importance attributed to
the yidishe gas in Tarnów. The fight of the Bundists was not limited to local institutions;
rather, it derived its strength from everyday actions. Public space was one of the most
important fields of action for the workers and parties that interacted here with one
another and fought for their interests. Di gas (and not only di yidishe gas) was a space
in which relations between the Bund and the PPS were fashioned. Success in the
street subsequently legitimated the pursuit of public offices by Bund and PPS members.

May Day parades were the cornerstone of the cooperation between the Bund and the
PPS. The first joint parade in Tarnów took place as early as 1924. In Warsaw, on the
other hand, the first joint May Day parade took place in 1928.13 The reason why the
PPS and the Bund along with other workers’ organisations joined ranks in Tarnów
in 1924 is, most probably, the traumatic events of the preceding November. During
a workers’ demonstration five people were killed by the armed forces.14 The funeral
mobilised the masses and the prominent PPS member Adam Ciołkosz, who was
from Tarnów, gave the funeral eulogy. This event welded together the workers’ organ-
isations. The following May Day, the Bund, the PPS, and trade unions (all together 28
organisations) held a joint parade.15 The Bund and the PPS commemorated the tragic
events of 1923 by marching together to the cemetery. They did so once again in
November 1937 on the fifteenth anniversary of the killings.16

The aforementioned Adam Ciołkosz, a brilliant speaker and charismatic figure, won
respect and popularity among Tarnów’s workers. His father, a teacher in the gymna-
sium and a city council deputy, had been a prominent figure and a PPS member in
Tarnów. In 1928 Adam Ciołkosz became the first PPS deputy from Tarnów to the
Polish Sejm. His election indicated and fostered a rise of popularity for the local
PPS. Adam Ciołkosz definitely was an integrating figure and probably one of the
reasons why the PPS and the Bund worked together so well on the local level.
Within the PPS in Poland, Ciołkosz advocated on behalf of closer work with the social-
ist parties of the national minorities.17 Perhaps because Ciołkosz was so respected and
popular, there were, on the local level, no ideological obstacles in the leadership of the
PPS to strengthening ties with the Bund.

A few weeks after the Sejm elections in which Ciołkosz obtained a seat, on 1 May
1928, the local newspaper noted, “the first socialist deputy of Tarnów gave a speech.
The Bundists… joined the parade of the PPS; around 2000 people marched together
with a workers’ orchestra in the front row.” 18 The number of participants in joint
parades rose over time. In the second half of the 1930s around 6000 workers
marched in May Day parades.19 Representatives of both the PPS and the Bund
spoke to the assembled masses on those occasions. The Tarnow Bundists disseminated
posters in town calling to take part in May Day demonstrations and announcing that the
Bundists will join ranks with the Polish workers (see figure 1). A Jewish newspaper
noted the following numbers for 1 May 1937; 3000 people from the PPS, 2500 Bun-
dists, and 500 others,20 mostly from the Left Poalei Zion (but also from Poalei Zion
Hitachdut) and trade unions. Further joint demonstrations took place in 1938 and
1939 with orchetsras and guest speakers (see figures 2 and 3).

Besides the May Day parades, joint protest actions became an important mainstay
for the two parties. The first joint workers’ assembly that I know of took place in
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Figure 1. Tarnów, May Day 1936. Poster, issued by the Tarnów Committee of the Bund, the
Bundist youth organisation, and the trade union movement, calling on workers to take part in a
May Day demonstration in Tarnów, 1936. © State Archives, Tarnów, Poland.
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Figure 2. May Day demonstration in Tarnów, 1938. The orchestra is led by Comrade Ayzen-
bakh. © Archives of the YIVO (Yidisher Visnshaftlekher Institut - Yiddish Scientific Institute)
Institute for Jewish Research, New York.

Figure 3 Tarnów, May Day 1938 tailors’ group. Another view of the May Day demonstration
in Tarnów, 1938. The back of the photograph notes, “The Tailors Group is marching.” ©
Archives of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, New York.
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December 1929. Bundists, PPS members, and trade union members passed a resolution
that was to be presented to the municipal council by a delegation. One hundred and fifty
people followed the chosen delegates and gathered in front of the building of the
municipal council. Ciołkosz and the Bund leader, Batist, were among them. Some indi-
viduals forced their way up to the Mayor’s office to present him with their demands.21

The street exerted pressure upon local authorities via the joint forces of the Bund and
the PPS.22 This demonstration was effective and the workers obtained at least some of
their goals.23 The following year demonstrations before the municipal council contin-
ued with up to 400 people.24

The streets of Tarnów also witnessed other joint actions of the Bund and the PPS.
Ciołkosz gave a speech to a Bundist assembly. Jewish workers showed solidarity with
non-Jewish workers on a hunger strike in February 1937.25 When, a short time after, the
Jews of Tarnów organised a protest on the anniversary of the pogrom in Przytyk, non-
Jewish workers expressed solidarity.26 In October 1937, 2500 workers went on strike,
protesting against the “ghetto benches.” Once again, the PPS showed its solidarity.27

One of the most popular actions of Ciołkosz and Batist was their reaction to a demon-
stration of women before the seat of the city president in 1939. Some of the women
fainted during the demonstration due to malnutrition. When the President showed no
interest whatsoever in their fate, Batist and Ciołkosz, who at that time were deputies
of the municipal council, convinced the President to provide them with an advance
on their salaries and distributed their money to the women.28 Such actions made
these socialist leaders very popular.

The popularity of the Bund and the improvement of relations with the PPS in the
second half of the 1930s were linked to the political situation throughout Poland.
The rapprochement of the two parties during that period was not particular to
Tarnów. We can trace a similar phenomenon on the macro level and in other cities.
The rise of antisemitism – which was also bitterly felt in Tarnów, especially in 1937
– the overall shift to the right of political parties in Poland, and the nationalistic
discourse evident during the period in question are the reasons most often cited by his-
torians for the convergence of the two parties.29 Nevertheless, political trends did not
foster a positive relationship automatically. While the Tarnów groups joined ranks
on 1 May in the latter half of the 1930s (as they had already done for years before
that period), activists in other cities decided not to do so: “At the beginning of April
[1937] the PPS Executive Committee issued a directive calling for processions
‘together with the parties of the national minorities where possible.’ This was inter-
preted by members of local party organisations as a green light to arrange May Day
parades without the Bund; this occurred in Lublin and Kielce.”30 One of the reasons,
as Antony Polonsky puts it, was that the PPS worried that a common parade with
Jewish parties might frighten off potential supporters from, for example, the Peasant
Party.

Bund and PPS in the local institutions: the municipal council

The municipal council is a particular field of action for political work. The agenda is
commonly characterised by specific goals concerning the city, such as construction
plans, public transportation, the condition of public streets, and other local issues.
And yet, especially for the workers’ parties, communal politics offered scope for
shaping local realities – at times even more so than on the national level. After the
coup of May 1926 communal political work became increasingly important for
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democratic forces – as a sort of rivalry to state power and a “stronghold for democracy,”
in which relatively autonomous self-administration was still possible.31 During the free
elections to the Polish Sejm the Bund did not win any seats. It boycotted the Sejm elec-
tions of 1935 and 1938, as did the PPS. Therefore, according to Gertrud Pickhan, the
municipal councils could play a “compensating substitutional function.”32 The Bund
leadership favoured cooperation with the PPS on the local stage. In the municipal elec-
tions of 1934 the Bund and the PPS formed electoral alliances in 32 cities.33 For the
PPS leadership, on the other hand, the work within municipal councils could form a
bonding tie among different ethnic groups. The PPS leader Adam Pragier described
the municipal council as follows: “It’s an institution that unites the citizens on the
grounds of common interests in their neighbourhood, of matters concerning everyone,
in order to work for common good.”34 And how did the situation evolve on the munici-
pal stage of Tarnów?

Regulations for municipal council elections were not standardised in the Second
Polish Republic until 1933. The reforms instituted at that time were already marked
by the authoritarian spirit of the later April constitution of 1935, and yet, in the
region of our interest, the portion of Poland which had formerly been part of
Austria–Hungary, it made possible the first democratic elections in the area. In the
area that had been part of Galicia, the electoral rules from 1866, which linked the
right to vote to property ownership, remained in effect in the years immediately follow-
ing the establishment of an independent Polish state. In 1918, representatives of the PPS
and trade unions were coopted onto the municipal council of Tarnów but, with that
exception, the councillors who had been elected in 1912 were in office until 1929
(except in the years 1924–6, when an appointed commission ruled the town). The
first democratic municipal elections took place in Tarnów only in December 1933.
City council elections of 1933/4 in Poland were said to have been heavily manipulated.
Nevertheless, for Tarnów these elections were, in many ways, a first. For the first time,
for example, the Bund obtained seats in the city council. In the wake of these elections,
the Bund and the PPS formed a strong opposition within the council, with 17 out of 40
seats (12 deputies from the PPS and five from the Bund).35 In 1934 these parties created
a Socialist Club within the council, headed by Lidia Ciołkosz, the wife of Adam Ciołk-
osz and the first woman representative in the municipal council. In its programme the
Socialist Club stressed that it would represent the “masses” regardless of their religion
or nationality. “With all our forces, we will fight all manifestations of nationalism and
antisemitism.”36

The municipal elections of 1933 created a very clear (im)balance of power in
Tarnów. Two clubs were formed in the municipal council: the oppositional Socialist
Club and the Nonpartisan Bloc for Cooperation with the Government (BBWR),
which held 23 out of 40 seats. Although the latter was composed of very diverse indi-
viduals and groups, it was held together by support for Piłsudski’s Sanacja regime,
which was in power on the national level. The Jewish members of the BBWR were
mainly Aguda members and orthodox Jews. Tarnów’s Zionists, although traditionally
a very strong group in town, did not participate in this municipal election. They initially
aimed at joining the ranks of the BBWR by creating a “Jewish BBWR” but were
divided politically from the Aguda, were therefore unable to actualise their initial
plan, and ultimately decided not to create a list of their own for the elections.

The Bund and the PPS collaborated well in the city council during the five years
following the municipal election of 1933. The Bundist Aron Sporn, who was at that
time a deputy in the council, remembers, “In the 5 years that the city council was in
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power, the Jewish deputies of the middle class did not support the Bund a single time,
even though some of our proposals concerned Jewish social and cultural institutions.
Our only ally was the PPS.”37 From sources like the protocols of the city council ses-
sions and newspaper coverage we can in fact trace a very stable and smooth cooperation
within the Socialist Club. We don’t have any internal sources that would show what
was discussed behind the scenes. However, the main political differences in the
council clearly lay not inside the Socialist Club but rather between that Club and its
political adversaries – the Sanacja camp. The strong demarcation between the two pol-
itical camps enforced the integrative potential within the respective clubs.

The work of the Socialist Club in Tarnów can be divided into three phases: a first
phase of a hopeless but fervent opposition to the majority of the council, a second phase
when a shift of power constellations after the death of Piłsudski was palpable, and a
third phase following the breakup of the BBWR, during which the Socialist Club
could push through some of its initiatives. When the day of the first city council
session after the elections of 1933 arrived, the members of the Socialist Club met
solemnly in front of the “workers’ house” and jointly went to the city hall followed
by their adherents, who were soon dispersed by the police.38 Within the council the
two political blocs – the Socialist Club and the Sanacja camp – fought a harsh battle.
The major point of conflict was the budget, because the socialist deputies charged
the Sanacja bloc with neglecting the social, financial, and structural needs of the
workers and thus with discriminating against their interests.39 The Socialist Club
defended and voiced the concerns first and foremost of the workers, the unemployed,
the homeless, and the poor. The Socialist Club repeatedly raised the question of the
remuneration of workers employed in municipal facilities. They especially fought for
the rights of Jewish workers who were not permitted to work in municipal institutions
in numbers consistent with the Jewish proportion of the population, and against the
eviction of poor families from their homes or of merchants from their stores. The
Club undertook efforts to get funding in order to build low-cost housing. But all the
efforts of the Socialist Club were blocked by the majority. Discussion of motions
made by the socialists was not permitted. The socialist deputies were silenced or
excluded from meetings.

When, in March 1935, the PPS deputy Ludwik Huppert demanded that more Jewish
workers be employed by municipal institutions, the Vice-President of the city, Zygmunt
Szaja Silbiger, leader of the Orthodox Jews, carelessly maintained that Jewish workers
didn’t care to work anyway. The Bund leader Batist attempted to protest against such
discriminatory statements but was soon excluded from the city council session at which
he tried to do so.40 This example shows clearly that ethnic or ethno-national boundaries
or cleavages were at that time not necessarily the dominant factor of camp-building
within the council. Throughout the work of the Socialist Club within the council, the
PPS remained a fervent opponent of antisemitism and not only supported the Bund
in its claims but also saw it as its own task to attack all manifestations of national chau-
vinism, and did so without exception. As Batist repeatedly voiced in city council ses-
sions, the dividing line was not nationality but class: “The proletariat and the poor on
one side – and the bourgeoisie and reaction on the other.” And yet, Batist continued,
antisemitism in Tarnów could not be concealed and had to be on the council’s
agenda. The PPS took a similar stance, although it also attacked – at least initially –

the Jewish bourgeoisie.
These attacks were harshly criticised by the local Zionist newspaper Tygdonik

Żydowski [Jewish weekly] as PPS antisemitism. The Zionist organ covered the city
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council. Although the Bund was their adversary in kehile elections, and there were no
Zionists in the city council from 1933 to 1939, the Zionists admitted in their paper that
the Bund was the only movement that represented Jewish interests within the council.
And – we can add – the Bund was able to advocate on behalf of its agenda because it
was supported by the PPS.

After the death of Piłsudski in May 1935, the BBWR camp began to disintegrate.
The repercussions of national politics were also felt in Tarnów. In October 1935 the
BBWR was dissolved; the local BBWR club within Tarnów’s city council lost its
“political backbone.”41 It was still organised as a club for economic work, but the
grouping, which had, in any event, been very loose and had only been held together
by support for Piłsudski’s regime, didn’t survive the harsh attacks of the Socialist Club
for very long. A major conflict arose around the aforementioned Vice-President Silbi-
ger. For a number of reasons, the Socialist Club saw him as an adversary from the start
of its work in the council. In March 1936, when discussing the budget for the follow-
ing year, the Socialist Club seized the chance to destabilise the majority by demanding
Silbiger’s dismissal. The case had enough explosive force to break up the majority
club. The Jewish deputies of the former BBWR created a Jewish Club. Some other
members of the former BBWR also left the ranks of what had been the majority group-
ing. The balance of power within the municipal council, therefore, changed comple-
tely after June 1936. The former BBWR and the Socialist Club held the same
number of seats in the council from that point in time and were dependent on
mutual cooperation or on lobbying the remaining factions and individuals. The third
phase of the work of the Socialist Club began. During this phase, the Club succeeded
in having some of its resolutions passed by the council. Among other things, the Club
prevented the eviction of Jewish merchants from the main square, obtained funding for
low-cost housing, and repeatedly attacked antisemitic violence and discrimination in
Tarnów. Unlike the first phase of the work of the Socialist Club within the council,
during which the socialists were not permitted to discuss resolutions that they pro-
posed, during the third period they were allowed to do so. The President of the muni-
cipality himself needed the support of the Socialist Club, since he had lost his own
majority within the council.

In 1937 we thus witness a paradoxical situation. The PPS and the Bund of Tarnów
had a number of successes within the city council. They became a force that the other
groups had to take seriously. Their demands were respected, and some city council
members from other clubs even voted for their motions. At the same time, in Poland
as a whole, right-wing movements gained strength during this period. Antisemitism
was increasingly salonfähig and part of the dominant political discourse. In other
cities, the PPS organised May Day parades in 1937 without the Bund because it
feared that joint parades with Jewish parties might frighten off potential supporters.
In Tarnów, a local group of OZON (Obóz Zjednoczenia Narodowego - Camp of
National Unity) was formed, and, also, for the first time, a local group of National
Democrats was established. Neither movement, newly formed on the local level, was
represented within the city council. Nevertheless, antisemitic assaults were bitterly
felt in Tarnów; antisemitic flyers were spread in a quantity never seen before, and
Jews were attacked in town with knives. One school tried to introduce ghetto
benches for its students.42 The PPS and the Bund repeatedly placed the problem of anti-
semitism on the council’s agenda and demanded explanations from those responsible.
Yet, even this successful work could not prevent a nationalistic Polish discourse from
breaking out on the local level.
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When, in March 1939, municipal elections were once again held in Tarnów, the
parties that ran were almost completely different than those that had run in the previous
election. While during the election campaign of 1933 the parties were divided along
political lines and were ethnically mixed, in 1939 the new parties were almost all eth-
nically homogeneous. The old Sanacja club was practically non-existent. Instead, the
Polish Christian Union was created. Its political slogans were purely nationalistic:
“We have the duty to fight for the Polish face of Tarnów.”43 The Union aimed at uni-
fying all ethnically Polish parties although these differed greatly in their political
agendas. Nevertheless, the Polish Christian Union invited the National Democrats
and the PPS to join their ranks. Both refused. In March 1939 a programmatic approach
to politics seemed to be put aside in favour of ethno-nationalistic ideologies. Most of
the Jewish parties formed a Jewish Bloc, arguing that only a common Jewish Bloc
could represent Jewish interests. The only parties that did not endorse this ethnically
split approach were the PPS and the Bund, whose aim was to continue the work of
the Socialist Club. Indeed, during the election campaign of 1939, the Bund and the
PPS seemed to be the only parties that had a political programme that went beyond
nationalistic slogans.

That year the Bund and the PPS obtained the majority of seats in the city council, 23
out of 40 seats. They had run separate lists but had done so while promising to form a
joint club within the council in the wake of the elections.44 The Bund gained two more
seats (and thus held seven seats within the council) and the PPS won 16. The results of
the other parties were as follows: the National Democrats only won two seats, the
Polish Christian Union 10 seats, and the United Jewish Group (mostly Zionists) five
seats.45 However, the council was obstructed by adversaries of the socialists and the
first sessions took place only on 3 July 1939, four months after the election.46 It is
thus difficult to make out any substantial changes made by the socialist majority or
the effects of this majority in the extremely short period between the new council’s
first sessions and the outbreak of the Second World War.

The fact that the Bund did well in specific municipal elections in 1938 and 1939 is
not a new finding. The same result is evident in elections to other city councils in
Poland in those years.47 But in Cracow and Lwów the Bund was either weak or not
represented at all after the local elections. Antony Polonsky explains this phenomenon
by stating that the Bund was never particularly strong in Galicia.48 Tarnów was differ-
ent in this respect from other cities in Galicia, although we cannot state that the Bund
was a major force in Tarnów with seven out of 40 seats. But still, in 1939 the Bund
obtained 58% of the votes for Jewish parties in Tarnów. The reason it did so may
have been its good relationship with the PPS. Jewish voters in Tarnów may well
have considered, in 1939, that voting for the Bund might lead to a socialist majority
in the city council, and might well have taken into account that the Socialist Club
had some achievements to its credit.

Local Specifics: the reasons for the good cooperation in Tarnów

Historians have stressed the differences between the Bund and the PPS, but they have
also attested to the “ideological evolution” of both parties during the Second Republic.
As Piotr Wróbel writes: “Both the PPS and the Bund needed several decades to com-
prehend that they had more common interests than conflicts of interest…Both parties
made a large step towards Polish–Jewish rapprochement and cooperation.”49 Historians
differ as to when this change began.50 Gertrud Pickhan characterised the gradual
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movement of both parties towards one another from the late 1920s as taking place in
large part in accord with the principle of two steps forward and one step back.51 In
fact, in 1929 Adam Ciołkosz noted in the organ Nasza Walka [Our fight] that the
times in which the PPS mainly concentrated on Polish independence and the Bund
was still under the spell of the Russian Revolution were definitely over.52 The leader
of the PPS, Mieszysław Niedziałkowski, spoke at the Bund’s party conference in
1929 and Henryk Ehrlich addressed at the PPS party conference in 1931. In 1930
the Bund joined the Labour and Socialist International, of which the PPS was
already a member.53 However, in 1929 the parliamentary centre-left opposition to
the Sanacja regime was formed, the so-called “Centrolew,” in which the PPS initially
worked closely together with the Polish Peasant Party, with the National Worker’s
Party (NPR), and with the Christian Democrats. The Bund disapproved of the Centro-
lew and didn’t join its ranks during the parliamentary elections of 1930. Moreover,
internal quarrels within the PPS caused arguments between the Bund and the PPS in
the first half of the 1930s.54

Nevertheless, historical research has established that “the period 1936–1939 forms a
distinct chapter in the relations between the PPS and Bund.”55 In 1937, for example, the
PPS finally accepted into the party’s programme the minorities’ demand for national
cultural autonomy.

Tarnów’s Bund–PPS history follows the overall tendency of Bund–PPS relations.
In the case of Tarnów, however, cooperation between the two parties was at its
closest from the point, in 1933–4, when the parties formed a Socialist Club in the
municipal council. That is to say: the tendency to work closely together began
earlier than 1936. Also, the joint May Day demonstration in 1924 took place earlier
than in Warsaw, for example, and at the end of the 1920s the local parties organised
common demonstrations and protests. I would like to sketch the main reasons why
that was so and some insights derived from this case study.

1. The everyday experience oyf der gas

The local population had already had the experience – since the end of the 1920s – of
successful joint actions in the streets and had recognised how, via such actions, they
could exert pressure on those in power. It was not mutual cooperation within the
council that brought the parties together, but the other way around. Joint actions
turned out to be a success. In the wake of such actions, both parties attracted voters.
This, in turn, eventually led to securing public offices.

Examining history at a local level has the advantage of considering the party base,
which gives us a bottom-up perspective. Everyday life in Tarnów required specific
strategies of action. In other words, cooperation often was not a question of ideology.
It was, rather, about such matters as obtaining more funds for the workers, the unem-
ployed, or the homeless. It was not about grand politics but about getting a job, getting
bread or money. The experience of actually achieving something with joint forces was
– at the local level – fundamental for the workers and for both parties. Daily experience
and strategies were most crucial for cooperation.

2. Formative personalities

Another reason for the good cooperation between the PPS and the Bund in Tarnów
surely must be the influence of individuals like Adam Ciołkosz. He represented a
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specific wing of his party, which aimed at a stronger cooperation with the socialist
parties of the national minorities in Poland. Since he was the most prominent and influ-
ential local PPS leader, there were no ideological boundaries to overcome between the
local leadership of the PPS and the Bund. In addition, the Ciołkosz family and the
leader of the local Bund, Batist, apparently had very good personal relations.56 On
the other hand, it may have also been the experience of the successful work of the
PPS and the Bund on the local level, the common demonstrations oyf der gas as
well as the good cooperation within the city council, that led Adam Ciołkosz to his con-
victions about the need for closer cooperation of the Polish Socialists and the min-
orities’ socialist parties on the national level.

Another formative personality of the local PPS was Maurycy Hutter, a photogra-
pher, who relentlessly advocated on behalf of workers, the unemployed, and the
poor. He became one of the most popular socialists in town. In municipal elections,
he twice obtained a higher number of votes than any other candidate.57 He was said
to be popular among the Jewish and the non-Jewish workers. Hutter was also the
head of the Jewish craftsmen’s union Yad Charuzim and was their candidate for the
kehile elections. Beyond that, he was the head of the progressive Temple community
and could be seen in the Temple on the High Holidays. In Tarnów’s yizker bukh he
is described both as being “Jewish at heart” and as having “a socialist conscience.”58

Nevertheless, he was decidedly a member of the PPS (not of a Jewish political
party). When, in 1905, the ŻPSD was founded, Hutter was its resolute adversary. He
saw no need for a separate Jewish socialist party. Unfortunately, we have no infor-
mation on his standpoint towards the Bund. But in the 1930s Hutter was part of the
Socialist Club within the city council and he stayed a member of the PPS until the
end of his days.59 The existence of individuals like Hutter leads us to question see-
mingly fixed categories. The PPS was not a party made up solely of Poles and of excep-
tionally acculturated Jews. Hutter became one of the leading figures of the PPS in
Tarnów and was – as head of Yad Charuzim, and as head of the Temple community
(the latter of which caused some arguments within the PPS) – apparently very con-
scious of his Jewishness. And yet, he decidedly did not want to be part of a separate
Jewish socialist party. The personalities mentioned here show that the PPS of
Tarnów integrated multiple identification trajectories, and advocated close collabor-
ation with the socialist parties of the minorities living in Poland – and, in the case at
hand, with the Bund. That may have made cooperation with the Bund easier than else-
where in Poland. Personal contacts and experiences may also help to explain why the
parties worked well together on the local level.

3. Rethinking majority–minority relations

PPS–Bund relations in the Second Republic are justly interpreted as the relationship of
a socialist party of the majority and of a minority. This is certainly also true for Tarnów.
Yet, we must keep in mind that on the local level the categories “majority” and “min-
ority” must be defined differently than in Polish society as a whole. Almost half of the
population of Tarnów was Jewish and that also meant that the fight for potential voters
looked different in Tarnów than it did on the national level. To be sure, the Bund always
gained many fewer votes than the PPS. In the municipal council of Tarnów the Bund
remained the smaller “sister” of the PPS.

But in a town like Tarnówwe must ask anew who actually made up the majority and
who made up a minority. The relations between Jews and non-Jews were a matter of
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everyday life in all social and political spheres, and in political terms they were never
split in the way the electoral campaign of 1939 might lead some to believe. That is not
only a retrospective view, but was already questioned by the PPS before the beginning
of the SecondWorld War. When, in 1939, the Polish Christian Union in Tarnów started
their election campaign for the municipal council, they were ridiculed by PPS members
and by the Jewish press. The same people who began to attack Jews had worked closely
with Jews just a few years before – and that was well known in Tarnów. The same
people who voiced nationalistic slogans in 1939 had fought together with Jews for
common interests in the same parties, had had economic relations with Jews, and
were even members of the same societies.60 Suddenly becoming anti-Jewish seemed
not to be very authentic, but rather opportunistic – an attempt to jump onto the band-
wagon created by a political shift to the right on the national scale. But such a shift –
which revealed the nationalists’ inconsistencies – was not always credible for the Tar-
novian population. The consistency of the politics of the Socialist Club, on the other
hand, might have been another reason to vote again for that constellation.

We also have to keep in mind the specific situation within the municipal council
itself. There were no Zionists in the city council from 1933 to 1939. The Jews
within the BBWR were very weak and most of the time voted according to party dis-
cipline. The Bund was thus the only party to represent Jewish interests, especially at the
end of the 1930s when Jews in Poland were discriminated against in almost all spheres
– and the Bundists were supported by the local PPS in their demands.

4. Antisemitism within the PPS base

Another controversial topic among historians is the question of antisemitism in the PPS
party base. Abraham Brumberg once asked if the good cooperation between the leaders
of the Bund and of the PPS in the second half of the 1930s was not merely wishful
thinking on the part of these leaders, workers’ antisemitism being the major obstacle
to such cooperation. But party base antisemitism seems not to have been a major
problem in Tarnów.61 We have proof of the solidarity of non-Jewish workers with
the Jews (as evidenced by Przytyk memorials and protests against ghetto benches).
The Socialist Club in the city council decidedly fought against antisemitism. And
there was no gap between the socialist politicians of the council and the rank-and-
file members of the party. Most of the deputies (except for the Ciołkosz family)
were workers, tailors, petty tradesman, or unemployed. They were doing politics in
their spare time. The political activists thus came from among those whom they
were representing. The reasons for the lack of manifest antisemitism within the PPS
base may have been the following.

Prominent figures within the Tarnów PPS were Jews – for example Hutter, the most
popular PPS leader, or Lidia Ciołkosz, who came from an acculturated Jewish family.
In Tarnów, it thus seemed inconsistent to act in an antisemitic manner (in intra-party
matters) and at the same time support the PPS. Rather, anti-Jewish slogans were
used by PPS adversaries to attack the party – and by the PPS itself to attack its enemies.

Antisemitism spread rapidly in Tarnów, especially in the period from 1937, and
showed its violent face. Attacks on Jews or Jewish property came from the youth
associated with the Endecja (National Democrats). The same youngsters who broke
the windows of Jewish shops attacked PPS members and even tried to shoot one of
them.62 PPS workers fought a battle against Endecja adherents on the streets of
Tarnów. This may be one of the reasons why workers close to the PPS did not want
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to use the slogans of their adversaries. A PPS youth group in Tarnów issued a flyer con-
demning the National Democrats and their antisemitic mottos: “And now these youn-
kers [from the National Democracy] want to rule? They want to solve all the problems
in Poland by disseminating the slogan ‘Beat the Jew’?! Don’t let them fool you that
pogroms will improve our fate.”63 Of course, this flyer issued by PPS youth may be
evidence not only of the determination of the PPS to defy all antisemitic slogans put
forth by the party’s adversaries but also of the need to take action against antisemitism
– possibly even within its own ranks. The evidence I have gathered to date is not suffi-
cient to demonstrate definitively that there was no trace of antisemitism within the PPS
base in Tarnów.

Conclusion

At the end of my article I would like to plead for a stronger integration of regional con-
texts and case studies. Doing so puts everyday life and individuals at the centre of atten-
tion, and our understandings of “majority” and “minority” may in some cases be
reversed from the meanings that they have on the macro scale. This approach also ques-
tions structural patterns and asks what was different on the micro level and why.

The PPS and the Bund of Tarnów cooperated successfully with each other during
the interwar era, in a region – Galicia – in which the Bund had not traditionally
played an outstanding role.64 Specific local phenomena, such as good personal con-
tacts, and palpable successes (that is: common protest actions on the street as well as
work in the city council) contributed to the favourable interaction of the two parties.
The experience that working together yielded real, positive outcomes and that some
changes had become palpable in daily life encouraged further collaboration. Ideological
differences between the two parties, on the other hand, seemed not to play a major role
on the local level, although joint efforts on the national scale surely had a positive
impact on the local community. Some of the proposals of the Bund and the PPS
could be pushed through in the municipal council. The good local relationship
between these parties became manifest after the elections of 1939, as a result of
which the Socialist Club gained the majority of seats in the city council. The impact
of this socialist majority in a Galician town cannot be assessed, however, because
the period during which it existed was far too brief: its history was brutally interrupted
by the outbreak of the Second World War.

“We are the last generation for whom the Algemeyner yidisher arbeter-bund in
Poland was a reality in the daily life of the workers,” wrote Adam Ciołkosz retrospec-
tively in the Yiddish organ Unzer tsayt in 1972.65 In his article he refuted Johnpoll’s
thesis as to the futility of the Bund’s politics. Indeed, Ciołkosz underscores the signifi-
cance and enduring impact of both parties – if not necessarily in country-wide arenas,
than in other contexts, one of which was their work in municipal councils.
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