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THE LAST POLISH SHTETL?
THE JEWISH COMMUNITY OF DZIERŻONIÓW, THE JEWISH WORLD, THE COLD WAR AND COMMUNISM
(1945-1950)
By using and discussing archival, photographical, and
other materials from various archival repositories in
Poland, the United States, Great Britain, Germany and
Israel, I will present the story of one remarkable
community of Polish Jews in former German Lower
Silesia located in the nowadays Polish town of
Reichenbach/Dzierżoniów. In July 1946, almost 50%
of the town’s inhabitants were Jewish making it quite
unique in the post-Holocaust landscape of this part of
Europe. My main goal is to show how a microhistorical approach can provide new perspectives on
the problems of Polish Jewish post-Holocaust history
and on crucial aspects of Jewish global politics during the years 1945-1950. Additionally, this
approach can help to avoid some of the pitfalls and teleological tendencies in recent studies on the
aftermath of the Holocaust. I argue, that in the aftermath of the Holocaust many Polish Jews as well
as their Western, especially American, counterparts felt that Poland was to be considered more than
a mere cemetery of destroyed Jewish civilization. During the years 1945-1950, the Polish Jewish
Lower Silesian community in general, and the Dzierżoniów community in particular, were at the
center of Jewish transnational discussions regarding the new future of Polish Jewry after the
Holocaust. It was in fact not the 1946 Kielce pogrom, but the intensification of the Cold War as well
as the installment of the so-called Stalinist political regime in Poland which brought an end to such
faith and the belief in the possibility of a revived existence of Jewish national life in post-Holocaust
Poland.
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Photo: Members of the Ha Shomer ha Tzair-youth movement during Worker’s Day celebrations in Dzierżoniów on 1 May 1947, Archive of
the Institute of Jewish Studies, University of Wrocław.

Please register by noon on 15 March 2022 under anmeldung@vwi.ac.at and bring a valid photo-ID! The 2G+
rules (fully vaccinated or recovered and additionally PCR-tested within the past 48 hours) as well as the FFP2
mask-rules apply at this event.
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