A PRELIMINARY STUDY ON ANTI-POLONISM IN CANADA

FOREWORD

The Canadian Polish Congress late in 1994 prepared a preliminary study to ascertain the characteristics and the extent of anti-Polonism, and the negative typecasting of Poland, Poles and, by extension, Canadians of Polish origin in Canada.

The report was submitted for discussion and approval to a forum held in Toronto on January 19, 1995. Those attending included various representatives of the Polish community in Canada, the Canadian Human Rights Commission, the Toronto police department, educational institutions, and the City of Toronto.

The preliminary study together with a report on the Forum comprise this document, which will be submitted to the Ministry of Citizenship of the Province of Ontario, which funded both undertakings, and widely distributed throughout the Polish community in Canada.
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The Canadian Polish Congress has undertaken this preliminary study to assess the degree to which Polish Canadians, individually and collectively, are subjected to discrimination, harassment, prejudice and negative stereotyping based on their ethnicity or religious affiliation. The areas scrutinized are the media, including press, radio and television, films, books and other publications; educational programs and facilities; and professional and workplace situations.

Samples of this racist-like denigration have been gathered for several years by the Information Services section of the Canadian Polish Congress and other Polish-Canadian groups. It is a long-standing problem, but one which has become increasingly severe in the last few years.

Most Polish Canadians are probably aware to some degree of this situation, but may not be aware of its extent and intensity. This information document has been prepared in order to illustrate the severity of the problem.

Print and electronic media are routinely negative and abusive, through ignorance or prejudice or both, towards all things Polish; Polish history is frequently distorted and even falsified; and unrestrained, ethically repugnant characterizations of Poland and Polish people occur often. Some, but certainly not all, of this material originates in the United States. However, it is available here and is frequently cited by our journalists and writers and is used in some educational institutions.
While we are well aware of the importance of freedom of expression and support this basic and important right of people in a democratic society, we are also aware that a democratic society must make a distinction between free speech and hatemongering. The latter has always been difficult to control, and indeed the very idea of “control” is offensive. Action must be taken, however, when blatant falsehoods are presented as the truth, and an entire people is subjected to denunciation.
In this brief we quote from examples of false and hate-filled representations of Polish people, and document a sampling of the reluctance, and even refusal, of various institutions to provide a means to express our objections and correct deplorable errors of fact. More details are provided later in this report.
Such an attitude in our mass media has resulted in widespread prejudice which negatively affects Polish-Canadians in schools, at work and in social situations. On a personal level, it is a humiliating affront to an individual’s dignity.

Our study is based on a survey of media and educational sources covering a period of several years. Funds and time restrictions have not allowed for a national survey, however we have interviewed a cross section of Polish-Canadian men and women in Toronto, Ottawa and Montreal.
Polish Canadians in a number of cities have already begun an outreach program that includes dialogue groups and educational seminars, which holds the promise of bringing about a better understanding of the issues involved and their resolution. We are hopeful that with the support of provincial and federal government agencies we will be able to expand our program in a truly Canadian spirit of mutual respect and understanding between ethnic groups. It is largely a matter of education, but that requires the respect and co-operation of our communications and educational institutions, both in the private and in the public sector.

MEDIA

The most frequent examples of racism and prejudice are found in the media’s presentation of Polish history, especially, but not exclusively, that of World War II, which not only distorts, falsifies, denies or omits documented records, but is all too often presented with sweeping generalizations and offensive characterizations. We refer here to Christian Poles, since it is their history and their character that is so frequently attacked.

Under normal circumstances, history is not a subject on which any group can insist on one approved version. However, when a country is invaded, conquered and occupied with extreme terror, when during this occupation the people of this country are murdered on a massive scale – in this case 3 million Christian Poles or 10 per cent of the Polish Christian population – then a constant denial or omission of this fact, an accusation of collaboration with their own killers, and even an accusation that they were morally deficient and more responsible for the atrocities committed during this occupation than their conquerors can only be called a revisionism that is intellectually questionable and morally repugnant.

Such an inversion of victim and victimizer reveals a callous contempt for human life. It should be unnecessary to insist that Polish life is human life, yet what else can be said when death and suffering on such a scale is not only dismissed but the victims are denigrated and accused of the crime committed by the occupation forces. The fact that the crime was committed “on Polish soil” is perversely used as an indictment of the conquered, and renders almost invisible the perpetrators who took control of this soil by force. 

James E. Young, the distinguished Jewish historian and member of the International Auschwitz Council, noted in an article in Tikkun magazine the problem of Jewish inability or unwillingness to distinguish between the victims and the victimizers when they visit the sites of German death camps in Poland. He recommended they acquire a sufficient knowledge of Polish history to enable them to differentiate between the killers and their Polish victims. His recommendation would be equally valid for many of our journalists.

Many articles dealing with Poland, whether in the context of the war, pre-war or post-war, refer to “Polish anti-Semitism”. Often the term is brought in gratuitously in articles not at all concerned with the issue, such as a travel story. The phrase has become synonymous with being Polish, a blanket and odious accusation. While anti-Semitism has been a detestable constant in world history, the tragic events of World War II have at last brought to this particular form of racism the condemnation that it deserves. It is, as it should be, a serious charge.

When the charge of anti-Semitism is levelled at an entire country and its people wherever they live, it must be recognized for what it is – another form of racism.

“Polish anti-Semitism” is frequently cited in newspapers and on television when dealing with the war even when Germany itself is not mentioned. “Polish anti-Semitism” is cited in articles about the Holocaust without mentioning the invasion of Poland, its occupation or that Nazi Germany instituted and executed this genocidal policy. In effect the country that was conquered, occupied, subjected to terror including the death penalty for helping Jews, is blamed for this crime. The injustice of this historical distortion is too obvious to be further explained. Examples follow.

The Toronto Star, 4 January 1982:  “Anti-Semitism may have taken much more violent forms, but nowhere, not even in Germany, has the eradication of a Jewish population been so vicious and complete [as in Poland].”
The Toronto Sun, January 1984:  “The tradition of anti-Semitism [in Poland] made easier the liquidation of three million Polish Jews during the Nazi occupation from 1939 to 1945.”
The Jewish Press, 15 September 1989:  “Auschwitz is a Polish phenomenon and couldn’t exist anywhere but in Poland. Camps of the Auschwitz magnitude didn’t even exist in Germany itself. The reason for this is simple. For centuries, Polish politicians such as Cardinal Glemp have disguised themselves as priests and taught a religion that was 98 per cent anti-Semitic … The result is a national addiction to anti-Semitism, as difficult to eradicate as heroin addiction … During World War II, Polish partisans expended more energy in fighting Jewish partisans than they did in fighting the Nazis.” (Note: Auschwitz was in that part of Poland annexed by Germany and the Polish population was expelled from the vicinity of the camp.)

The Jewish Press, 29 December 1989:  “The Poles have always hated Jews. Now, of course, they blame the Nazis – but it is a well known fact that the Nazis could never have built an Auschwitz, or a Treblinka or a Sobibor or a Majdanek etc. etc. without the help of the majority of Poles … Remember Auschwitz. Remember Treblinka. Remember Majdanek – and above all remember who was responsible: Polish People.”  (Note: About half of the inmates at Majdanek were Poles.)

The Canadian Jewish News, 2 August 1990:  “[Mr Isidore Burstyn] is quoted as saying that `everybody in the village knew I was Jewish but they never told the Germans’. This is simply not true. I would think that before printing such stories, you should first verify the veracity of the statements, which seem to imply that an entire Polish village behaved properly.”
B’nai B’rith Messenger, 7 June 1991:  “Eva Jastrzebski accuses me of a `contempt and hatred of all things Polish and of the Catholic church.’ The fact is that she is right … a malignant virus of anti-Semitism that led directly to concentration camps, chimneys and gas chambers and the elimination of the largest Jewish community in Europe … Hatred of murderers (i.e. the Poles) is a natural human emotion.”
The Toronto Star, 26 November 1991:  “Wartime Poland was a virtual death factory for millions of Jews. Only eyes blinded by anti-Semitism could have failed to notice the fact of so many `missing’ neighbours.” (Statement by Ian J. Kagedan, director of Government Relations, B’nai B’rith Canada)

The Globe and Mail, 1 August 1992:  “Hatred toward the Jews, which has been described by Polish-born Jews as `part of a Polish mother’s milk’ did not occur in a vacuum … those who still do not accept responsibility for the widespread  enthusiastic collaboration by the Poles with the Germans in dispossessing, rounding up and transporting Jews to the incinerators.”
The Canadian Jewish News, 8 October 1992:  “Poland from the time of Casimir the Great until today, has had a history of anti-Semitism and pogroms that cannot be denied. Even though Jews did have their own laws and schools, every attempt was made to assimilate and degrade them … The Jews were `ghettoized’ for over 800 years …” (Statement by Dr. Joel Dimitry, Chairman of the Canadian Society for Yad Vashem. Note: The obvious contradiction of alleged forced assimilation and forced ghettoization.)

The Globe and Mail, 18 December 1992:  “Poland and Germany have only tiny Jewish communities, yet anti-Semitism and other frightful forms of group hatred are rampant among some of the population.” (Aaron Mayne, foreign service officer in the Canadian Department of External Affairs. Note: At this time there were many acts of violence in Germany against minorities. There were none in Poland.)

The Canadian Jewish News, 26 May 1993:  “I was reluctant to go back. I did not live in the ghetto. I lived for 3 ½ years with a Gentile family. … the family were with the Polish Underground. The wife and son knew I was Jewish … Poland made it 

(i.e., the commemoration of the 50th anniversary of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising) for the publicity … the majority of people are anti-Semites. I want no part of it.” (Note: The family who protected the author would have been executed if caught.)

CHARACTER DEFAMATION

Generalized descriptions of Poles as morally and intellectually deficient are published by editors without comment. Whereas such hateful personal opinions would normally not be given exposure in responsible publications, our sample reveals that virtually anything can be said about Polish people and be passed off as fact.

Many of the descriptions of Poles are so obscene that just by their tone they should be called into question. Instead, there are no limits to the defamation, and even contradictory slurs go unchallenged as these examples show.

* * *

A Holocaust story in comic book format, Maus and Maus II, depicts Poles as pigs. This book is designed to instruct children.

* * * 

Jerzy Kosinski’s The Painted Bird depicts savage and primitive peasants in various scenes of perversion and cruelty. It is a grotesque fantasy, but it was passed off as an autobiography despite evidence to the contrary and despite many objections. There is definitive evidence that the story was a total fabrication and the author in the last years of his life admitted as much. He and his family were, in fact, sheltered by Polish villagers. Nevertheless, The Painted Bird, which ranks as one of the most racist books ever written continues to be recommended reading in Holocaust studies. The Holocaust Education and Memorial Centre in Toronto displayed an excerpt from this book depicting Polish “peasantry” as human hyenas descending upon Jewish children.

* * * 

In the B’nai B’rith Messenger, the magazine of the Anti-Defamation League, an article refers to Poland as the “Land of priests and peasants”, to “dumb Polack voters”, to the “frum Catholic populace” and states that no “proud Jew would  stoop  so low as to speak Polish”.

* * * 

Jewish students participating in the March of the Living, a program that includes a tour of the German death camps in Poland and then a visit to Israel, are instructed by Abraham Hirchzon, the international chairman of the March, that, “Everywhere we will be surrounded by the Polish people … We will hate them for  their involvement in the atrocities.”
* * * 

A History of the Jews by Solomon Grayzel, a textbook used in Toronto Jewish high schools, teaches students that the Jews in Poland “drew the rude noble class nearer to … civilization” and that Jewish Poles were “in the midst of a population almost completely lacking in culture …“
* * * 

Malka Drucker, in Rescuer: Portraits of Moral Courage in the Holocaust, which was published with the assistance of the Jewish Foundation for Christian Rescuers of the Anti-Defamation League, states that “people in Poland, an independent country for only a short time, were conditioned to follow an invading army’s orders” and “Polish children hunted Jews for sport.”  Even Poles who sheltered Jews had to “put aside deep prejudice.” In a book that praises the courage of rescuers in other countries, Ms Drucker denies Poles any capacity for morality. While stating that others risked their lives – which in Western Europe was rarely the case – she does not mention that only in Poland was the death sentence mandated for helping Jews. Individuals, entire families and sometimes whole villages were executed if caught in this “crime” by the Germans. Nor does she mention that thousands of Polish men, women and children who, far from hunting Jews for sport, were executed along with their parents. Babies, boys and girls, teenagers, pregnant women, grandparents – shot, hanged, or burned alive – none of them acknowledged, all of them condemned as collaborators.

* * * 

A book review in The Globe and Mail (Nov. 19, 1994), states that Jews survived by concealing their identity from the Poles who would otherwise immediately denounce them, an oft-repeated misrepresentation of the facts. And it is just as frequently said, as for example in a book review by Celia Heller (Midstream, August/September 1994), that “Poles were expert in deciphering the Jewish look.”
DISTORTION AND FALSIFICATION OF HISTORY

Despite:

· The historical record of the invasion and occupation of Poland by Germany; 
· The stated German plan to exterminate the majority of Poles, take over Polish territory and leave only an uneducated remnant of the Polish population as slaves; a death toll of 3 million Polish Christians including one million in concentration camps; 
· The fact that Poland provided the fourth largest allied fighting force against Germany and the largest Underground resistance movement in Europe;
· The acknowleged truth that only in Poland of all occupied countries was there no   Quisling government at any level and the fact that Poles and Jews were the only peoples in occupied Europe that did not provide Waffen SS units; 
· The use of millions of Poles as slave labour in camps and in various industries in Germany and their arrests, torture and daily executions in prisons and in public; 
· The abduction of thousands of Polish children for Germanization and a special concentration camp in the city of Lodz just for Polish children; 
· And thousands of recorded executions of Poles specifically for helping Jews, and a documented record of information brought by the Polish underground to the West about the plight of the Jews and entreaties for help … 

… there is a consistent ignoring or denial of both of these facts and conditions, and relentless accusations of Polish collaboration and complicity with the German    occupiers of Poland.

Allowing for the normal variations in historical interpretations and allowing for individual acts of collaboration in the conditions described above, the irrational denial of Poland’s ordeal during the war, and the demonization of an entire nation can only be attributed to an irrational prejudice and racism.  

An article on the March of the Living Intercom Magazine, spring 1993, written by Abraham Hirchzon, the international chairman of the March does not mention Germany, the occupation or Polish loss of life. Students are told that they will “hate (the Polish people) for their involvement in the atrocities, but we will pity them for their miserable life in the present. Let us not be carried away by negative emotions. We won the war, we are able to march there …” Apart from the incitement to hatred, abhorrent in itself, this article not only denies the conquest and occupation of Poland, but also implies that the March is celebrating a victory over the Polish people, who are being punished by their “miserable” existence today.  

* * * 

In the Canadian Jewish News, Sept. 24, 1992, a student talking about the Majdanek concentration camp while participating in the March of the Living says, “Where were your parents … Safe in this house while the prisoners were taken to the gas chambers?” The student was clearly not informed that about half of the inmates of Majdanek were Poles, and her comment is printed without clarification. “Did they sing while 6,000,000 of my people were burning?” she continued. “Had they told someone what was happening, could lives have been saved?” It is clear that the students were also not taught that the Polish Underground by radio and by courier kept the allies informed of the killing of Jews, and the Polish Government-in-Exile also published and broadcast this information. 

The documentation for this is well established and available in numerous books, notably The Terrible Secret by Israeli historian Walter Laqueur. The Poles “did what they could, usually at great risk and in difficult conditions,” wrote Laqueur. It was not the fault of the Poles that the Allies did not believe them, that the Polish Jews did not believe them and that the Jews in the West were sceptical or indifferent. The withholding and denial of this information when teaching students, and propagating false information in the media is an offence against the Polish people and against the truth.

* * * 

The textbook Experiencing History – Nazi Germany, published by Harcourt Brace Jovanovich (Canada), contains a photo of Germans entering Danzig (Gdansk) with a caption stating that Poles “enthusiastically” greeted the invading Nazis. Another textbook, Eastern Europe: The Road to Democracy, stated that “many Polish people joined in the Nazi persecution of Jews.” Both of these books were in use in Ontario schools. 

Protests from the Canadian Polish Congress resulted in a change in the Experiencing History caption to read that “some supporters among the German-speaking population greeted the army with enthusiasm”, and after a protest about Eastern Europe the publisher removed the book from his catalogue and stopped further printing. The Congress has now brought this matter to the attention of the Ontario Ministry of Education to have the book removed from schools. 

* * *  

Helen Fine, Accounting for Genocide: National Responses and Jewish Victimization during the Holocaust (Macmillan Publishing Co. Inc., New York, 1979), pp. 90–91: “Among populations with a strong anti-Semitic tradition or movement, there was little need for distancing. Extermination camps’ odors wafted into the Polish countryside, yet guards could be recruited and killers enlisted … Jewish victimization can be adequately accounted for only be (sic) relating it to the success of pre-war anti-Semitism among European nations.” (It should be noted that unlike France, for example, the Germans did not use Poles as concentration camp guards. One attempt at recruitment failed completely as not one volunteer turned up. Also, the Underground warned of reprisals against any collaborators who were caught.) 

* * * 

As prominent a writer and personality as Elie Wiesel, when speaking at a dinner in Montreal in June 1993, said that he “remembered” that the people of Warsaw “were amused” when the Ghetto was burning. A scholar of Mr. Wiesel’s stature certainly knows that life in Warsaw in 1943 was not at all amusing, and that just as Poles informed the West about the plight of the Jews, they were themselves informed about Germany’s plans for Poles. The majority of Poles were struck by fear and terror, knowing that after the Jews, it would be their turn. Yet the actual conditions in Warsaw are ignored while the accusation of amusement is expressed as an eye-witness report with the words “I remember”. In fact, Mr. Wiesel was not there and so could not “remember” the people’s reactions. Replying to a letter of protest, Mr. Wiesel dismissed this blatant falsification as unimportant.

* * * 

Distortion of Polish history is also rampant in films and in literary works of fiction. Two examples are the novel and film, Sophie’s Choice, which portrays a Polish professor as the originator of the idea to build gas chambers and crematoria for disposing of Jews. The author excused himself on the basis that his work is fiction. An historical novel, however, has no licence to distort facts to such an extent that, once again, the victim is turned into the victimizer. Since this work enjoyed excellent reviews in prominent publications, this falsification was given unacceptable credence.

The television series, Holocaust, portrayed Poles wearing Polish army uniforms rounding up for, and guarding Jewish prisoners in, concentration camps. This again is a total reversal of documented historical fact. At no time after their defeat by Germany were there any Polish soldiers in Polish uniforms to be found in Poland. Furthermore, Poles did not serve in any such capacity out of uniform.

* * * 

The May 10, 1993 issue of Time magazine published an article claiming that “many Poles … served in Hitler’s SS”. It is a documented fact that of all the people under German occupation,  only two groups did not serve in SS units – the Poles and the Jews. In the immense volume of World War II history, not a single historian disputes this fact.
Nevertheless, a protest initiated by the Canadian Polish Congress and supported by many organizations, historians and other individuals in the United States and Canada was ignored. The Canadian Polish Congress then wrote to the Pensions Office of Germany which replied that there is no record of Poles serving in the SS and that Time’s assertion is incorrect. This too resulted in a refusal to publish a correction. It was only after The Polish American Guardian Society launched a shareholders’ proposal and formally raised the matter at the Time-Warner Corporation’s annual shareholders’ meeting that Time magazine agreed to re-visit the complaint. A correction was issued only in the Nov.  21, 1994 American edition, a year and half after the publication of the calumny. Even at that, the correction stated that Time did not have definite evidence to support their statement, rather than admitting that they were presented with definitive evidence that disproved their assertion. This episode is one of the most powerful examples of anti-Polish bias and, in the words of historian Richard Lukas, “irresponsible historical revisionism”.

* * * 

Time magazine’s handling of the deluge of protests is typical of the manner in which other media respond to requests for correction of facts or the clarification of issues. While media  sometimes publish letters of protest, they almost always refuse to print official retractions except when a Press Council ruling is made against  them as in the case of the Toronto Star, The Globe and Mail and the Ottawa Citizen, which at different times referred to Polish death and concentration camps. Protests to electronic media, which have no forum for letters or other forms of protest, have never resulted in official corrections being made.

The most common revisionism is the use of the terms “Polish concentration camps”, “Polish death camps”, and “Polish ghettos”. All of these were established by the Germans after Poland was defeated and occupied, with no input from the subjugated Polish population who was interned in these camps by the hundreds of thousands. Such references occur so frequently that there is little point in giving specific examples here. The matter has been taken to the Ontario Press Council, which ruled on Nov. 9, 1992 that the proper phrasing should be “German death camps in occupied Poland” or some other clear description of the origin of these camps. The Press Council does censure offending newspapers but these misrepresentations continue to be published. One executive assistant at the CBC wrote: “Our editors here say that whether one says `Nazi death camps in Poland’ or `Nazi death camps in occupied Poland’ one cannot get away from the documented fact that the extermination camps were located in Poland. In addition, the Nazis could not have administered the camps without the help of many Polish people.” (Senior officials at the CBC later dissociated themselves from this statement.)

PRACTICAL EFFECTS ON POLISH CANADIANS 

The prejudice and negative stereotyping in the media and educational institutions are reflected in the daily lives of Polish Canadians. Quite apart from the offensive jokes and insulting comments, there are frequently serious incidents of prejudice and discrimination that are a direct result of this defamation.

· Our respondents listed insults, loss of credibility and outright hostility in their places of work, at schools and in universities, and in social situations.
· At an academic conference attended by a Polish Canadian professor, a participant     walked out of the meeting room stating that he would not remain in the same room with a Pole.
· Two Polish professors in Montreal have been regularly asked about their alleged anti-Semitism, despite there being no grounds for this other than their ethnic origin.
· A professor whose name is not obviously Polish has on many occasions been present when anti-Polish statements are made. When she reveals her ethnic origin, she is asked to explain her seemingly non-Polish demeanour.
· A lawyer and an advertising executive of Polish origin both have been asked about Polish anti-Semitism”, simply by virtue of their having Polish names. This is the equivalent of asking Christians about “superstitious beliefs” of their churches or Jews about “sharp business practices” of their people. 
· An engineer and a scientist in the federal civil service have both been subjected to anti-Polish slurs and, in one instance, to strained working relations with co-workers.
· A writer has been told by an editor of a major Canadian daily that Polish stereotypes must have some validity or they wouldn’t be so common. Asked for concrete evidence, he did not seem to think it was necessary. The same writer has had articles and proposals on Polish subjects rejected because the opinions expressed, while offensive to no one, were not considered credible.
· Almost every respondent cited incidents of offensive remarks or questions in social situations.
· Several Polish Canadians have received hate letters and telephone calls resulting from their letters being published in media, protesting racist, anti-Polish remarks and references. The hate mail was either unsigned or signed with fictitious names.
· In one case, a Polish Canadian woman was visited by men posing as government agents, while her neighbours were visited by someone claiming to be a “detective”. These incidents were reported to police, but without results.
The most difficult situation is that of students. History in the classrooms is often no more objective or free of offensive characterizations than those expressed in the various media. Objections and other viewpoints are summarily rejected. Few are confident enough to pursue the subject.

●
A graduate student who spoke about the Soviet deportations of Poles during World War II was told there had been no such thing. When she cited her own family’s experience, the professor replied that this must have been an individual case and the family must have been fascist.
· Numerous students have complained about the sweeping, negative generalizations    about Poles, especially allegations about collaboration with Germany during World War II and complicity in the Holocaust. Subjected to ridicule if they object, they prefer to remain silent.
· In a class discussion, one student took issue with the statement that “Poles sold Jews for a bottle of vodka.” Her protest was dismissed by the professor, who said that this was unfortunately true. Some obliging students rallied to second such obscene views: “The Poles were even more bloodthirsty than the Germans.” “The claim that Poles helped the Jews is just propaganda.” “My grandmother told me that it was the Poles who ran the death camps.” “The Pope was in cahoots with Hitler.” “Let’s rub it in … thin-skinned Polaks and Germans … let’s get them where it hurts.”
· The most serious abuse of Polish students occurred in London, Ontario, where two       high school students were subjected to harassment that culminated in physical assaults.
· Many students interviewed reported that in history studies the Roman Catholic Church in Poland is routinely represented as an organization whose upper clergy is reactionary, lower clergy primitive and the whole anti-Semitic. At no time during their studies is there any reference to the pre-partition tradition of Polish tolerance towards all minorities, nor is there any mention of the fact that clergy were a special target of persecution by the Germans, or that priests and nuns played an important role in rescuing Jews from the Germans and that many lost their lives for doing so.

IN SUMMARY

It is evident from the foregoing that the falsification and distortion of Polish history together with a systematic defamation of all Polish people in Canada, Poland and elsewhere, is deeply rooted and widespread. The extent of this defamation is so great that one speaker at a symposium of the Association for Polish-Jewish Studies at Harvard University in October 1994, a Jewish academic, referred to it as “the demonization of the Polish people.” Individual efforts to stem or halt this trend are largely futile because single voices carry little weight and because countering prejudice and ignorance of this magnitude requires a systematic and community-wide response.

The protest to Time magazine is an example of both a deeply entrenched anti-Polish bias and of the fact that only a strong and united effort can achieve any results. Another example of the efficacy of such action is the result of protests by the Canadian Polish Congress to the Ontario Press Council, referred to earlier in this brief. Several other examples could be cited.

The fact that much of the defamation of Poles is directly connected to an ignorance, wilful or otherwise, of Polish history makes it clear that the problem must be attacked not only by protest, but by active measures and a concerted effort to inform and educate. There will always be some – whose biases are perversely and firmly implanted – who will be impervious to any attempts at rational dialogue. Others, and there is evidence that there are many, will be prepared to modify their opinions.
Many Polish Canadians, especially young people, are uncomfortable with the popular image of Poland and Polish people, but individually they lack the means to counter accusations and find it easier to remain silent. A recent study at York University also showed that Polish Canadian students felt that it would not be in their best interests to speak out against anti-Polish prejudices.
There is a pressing need to address this issue with leaders in educational and communications institutions, to disseminate information, and to recommend and provide literature to public institutions. The gravity of the situation must be further addressed by holding meetings with editorial boards of media and with school boards, as well as with community and political leaders, and by organizing seminars and similar educational events. 

In all our efforts to counter rampant anti-Polonism, it must be made clear that what we are against is the misrepresentation of documented history and defamation by negative stereotyping. Our protests must never malign other ethnic or religious groups.  

REPORT ON THE FORUM ON ANTI-POLISH PREJUDICE

IN ATTENDANCE

The Forum was held on January 19, 1995 at 220 Roncesvalles Avenue, Toronto, Ontario. The moderator was Jan Kaszuba, Executive Vice-President of the Canadian Polish Congress (CPC), a former prisoner of several Nazi concentration camps. Mr Kaszuba’s opening remarks were made on behalf of Mark Malicki, President of the CPC. 

The speakers included:

Montreal writer and author Irene Tomaszewski, who commented on the preliminary report prepared by the Information Services section of the CPC; 

Janice Dembo, Co-ordinator of the Toronto Mayor’s Committee on Community and Race Relations;

Bart Sackrule, representing the Canadian Human Rights Commission;

Philip Glavin, Metro Toronto Police Department’s Central and East European Desk;

Steve Irwin, Metro Toronto Police Department’s Hate Crime Unit;

Polish Community activists Wojciech Wojnarowicz and Christopher Kasprzyk.

Observers:

Barbara Poplawski, Trustee, Metropolitan Separate School Board;
Chris Korwin-Kuczynski, City Councillor, Ward 2;

Ewa Przetakiewicz, Co-ordinator, Metropolitan Toronto Separate School Board; 

Barbara Dulski, Co-ordinator, Toronto Board of Education, Public School Board. 

The Forum was also attended by past and present members of the board of the CPC, members of the Canadian Polish Research Institute, members of several other Polish organizations, and community activists. The Preliminary Report and the conference were made possible by the financial support of the Ministry of Citizenship of the Government of Ontario.

SPEAKERS

Irene Tomaszewski presented the Preliminary Report, which was based on media monitoring and on results of a questionnaire widely circulated to assess the effects of anti-Polonism and negative stereotyping on Polish Canadians. Ms Tomaszewski said that the widespread distortion of Polish history is resulting in a gradual shift of the responsibility for the genocide of the Jewish people from its perpetrators – Nazi Germany – to Poland.    

Ignoring the deaths of 3 million Christian Poles at the hands of Germany, and despite the fact that Poland’s resistance forces were the largest in Europe and that its military forces fought with the allies on virtually every front, articles or letters to the editor appearing in certain media frequently describe the Polish people as collaborators of Nazi Germany.

Responses to the questionnaire revealed that the widespread negative stereotyping of Poles subjects them to prejudice, humiliation and harassment in social and professional situations, and is particularly hard on students in our schools and universities.

Janice Dembo, Co-ordinator of the Toronto Mayor’s Committee on Community and Race Relations, said that the problem of hate propaganda in the form of historical falsification and group defamation is particularly difficult to address.  

She said that the law against the dissemination of “false news” was struck down as an infringement of the right of freedom of expression, and that there is no legal recourse against group defamation. She suggested that the CPC join the lobby asking for laws against group defamation. Among groups supporting this lobby are Jews, Blacks, native peoples and Asians.

Ms Dembo agreed with the Report’s recommended actions which include dialogue with editorial boards, school boards, and community and political leaders; and the organization of educational programs. She said that the Mayor’s Committee will facilitate these efforts in whatever way it can, and suggested that a Polish-Jewish dialogue group, such as the one already in place in Montreal, be organized in Toronto. She suggested contacting Louis Lenkinski and Professor Michael Marrus, prominent members of the Jewish community, among others. She offered to help get such a group started.

Philip Glavin of Metro Toronto Police Force’s Central and East European Desk said that he had just been assigned to this position and is not familiar with Polish issues. He stressed, however, that Chief McCormack had initiated an anti-hate crime effort and that it has a high priority. Detective Glavin, whose unit serves as liaison between police and the various ethnic communities, said he hopes that the Polish community will not hesitate to get in touch with him officially about their concerns.

Wojciech Wojnarowicz, a community activist and teacher, said that this meeting is long overdue. While it was possible that some of those invited were not aware that anti-Polish prejudice exists, he became quickly aware of it when he arrived in Canada 10 years ago. 

Personal experiences are frequently the bases of broad generalizations, he said, consequently it is important that the education of young people does not perpetuate old stereotypes. He cited a passage from, Escape from Sobibor, in which the author promotes group hatred and cited the effect of such racism on young Polish Canadians, such as his daughter. He said it is difficult for individuals to get involved in or mitigate this problem, and therefore enthusiastically favours the forming of a solidly-based group to promote education and dialogue.

Detective Steve Irwin of the Metro Toronto Police Hate Unit explained that his unit comprised two sections, an investigative support side to assist regular police and education side that works with school boards and community groups. He explained that hate crimes by definition are committed against an individual because of race, nationality, religion, gender, or sexual orientation. There are also hate propaganda offences and some of the examples in the Report would fit or come close to this definition, he said.

Detective Irwin added, however, that most “propaganda offences” are protected by freedom of speech guarantees in the Canadian Human Rights Act and are not subject to police action. Despite this, he said, every community should speak out and make it clear that prejudice will not be tolerated. Education is the most important area to address and children especially should know their own history.  

Detective Irwin referred to the final paragraphs of the Report that call for education and dialogue. He agreed that this is where time and energy should be directed and 

assured the organizers that he and his colleagues are prepared to assist in any way they can.

Bart Sackrule of the Canadian Human Rights Commission commended the CPC for recognizing that racial intolerance and defamation is a cancer in society that must be dealt with, noting that prejudice is on the increase. He said that besides the Canadian Human Rights Commission, there are bodies in every province, and many acts and laws to deal with the problem. Still, hate propaganda is one of the most difficult problems to deal with because it has considerable protection under the free speech guarantees. He said, however, that his office will do whatever it can to facilitate dialogue with community leaders so that this problem can be addressed.

* * * 

During question period, several people spoke about the impact of anti-Polish stereotyping on them, and especially on their children. There were calls for stronger measures against the propagation of hate. Police representatives stated that proposals for tougher anti-hate laws are always resisted by civil rights lawyers and others who believe that they would curtail freedom of speech. They said that people must petition their members of parliament if they want laws enacted to protect them from group defamation.  

Some speakers identified specific problems between certain groups. Others said that the media are the least willing to control irresponsible statements. Many journalists are lazy and prejudiced, have no sense of history or of social responsibility, and are only too eager to rely on clichés and stereotypes. Consequently, it is even more important that these issues be addressed publicly by community leaders, and that cross-cultural committees jointly address editorial boards.
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