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OUR CLASS STUDY GUIDE
Background information on Tadeusz Słobodzianek’s Our Class: The complex story the play avoids.
Although the play is set in a town whose name is never mentioned, the inspiration for the play is obvious as the name “Jedwabne” appears in every program and review. Jedwabne is a small town in north-eastern Poland which gained notoriety because of Jan T. Gross’s book Neighbors. Gross, an American sociologist, advanced the sensational – but now discredited, though still repeated – claim that the “Polish half” of the town spontaneously murdered the “Jewish half”, on its own initiative and with no German assistance.

When the Germans arrived in Jedwabne in September 1939 there were no altercations between the town’s Polish and Jewish communities. However, the Germans soon withdrew and that part of Poland was occupied by the Soviet Union, who, together with Nazi Germany, invaded and carved up Poland. 

A few Poles but many more Jews welcomed Soviet rule. Quite a few Jews started to collaborate with the new Soviet overlords. This is not a myth fabricated by Poles, but based in fact. Meir Grajewski (later Ronen), a native of Jedwabne, identified five “louts”  – for the most part rather ordinary members of the town’s Jewish community – who set up the local apparatus of terror and denounced their Polish neighbors and, occasionally, fellow Jews: “During the Soviet occupation five Jewish louts lorded it over the town. … It is true that they denounced Poles. … The Soviets started to make lists and arrest people. They arrested mostly Poles.” The vast majority of those arrested, executed or deported to the Gulag were ethnic Poles. Many other “louts” from Jedwabne have been identified by name. Such people existed in every Polish town under Soviet occupation.
A Jew from the nearby town of Wasilków wrote that his father “served as advisor to the NKVD about who among the local Poles was to be sent to Siberia, or otherwise dealt with. … Naturally, word of Father’s clandestine activities got out. … Consequently, when the Germans invaded Russia in June 1941, the name of Chaim Mielnicki was on the hit list.” [John Munro, Bialystok to Birkenau: The Holocaust Journey of Michel Mielnicki (Vancouver: Ronsdale Press and Vancouver Holocaust Education Centre, 2000)] A Jew from Łomazy recalled how, in September 1939, young Jewish men employed by his father put on red armbands and arrested members of the Polish intelligentsia, whom they considered to be “Fascists,” and turned them over to the Soviets. In Wielkie Oczy, a Jewish doctor recalled how local Jewish youths having formed themselves into a “komsomol” toured the countryside smashing Catholic shrines.

Jan Karski, the legendary Polish courier who was made an Honorary Citizen of Israel for his role in warning the West about the Holocaust, reported already in early January 1940:

“The Jews have taken over the majority of the political and administrative positions. But what is worse, they are denouncing Poles, especially students and politicians (to the secret police), are directing the work of the (communist) militia from behind the scenes, are unjustly denigrating conditions in Poland before the war. Unfortunately, one must say that these incidents are very frequent, and more common than incidents which demonstrate loyalty toward Poles or sentiment toward Poland.”
Such “problematic” events have been purged from the historical record portrayed in Our Class.

In preparation for their invasion of the Soviet Union, the Germans made use of intelligence and paid agents to instigate attacks (“cleansing actions”) against the Jewish population. These operations were conducted in great secrecy. Reinhard Heydrich, head of the Reich Security Head Office, issued orders to the commanders of the Einsatzgruppen (mobile killing units) that pogroms “should be evoked, in a manner which leaves no traces [of German involvement], intensified, if that is needed, and channelled in the proper direction.”

The Germans, however, did not count on local collaborators to implement their anti-Jewish measures. They carried out the largest massacres with their own forces – the Einsatzkommandos and police battalions – from the outset. As many as 3,000 Jews were shot or burned alive in Białystok, the regional capital, on June 27–28, 1941. On July 3, some 300 members of the local Jewish intelligentsia were executed there. Further killings of some 4,000 Jewish men took place on July 12–13. Clearly, the Germans were in control and their enlistment of local collaborators was peripheral to their larger war aims.

While a few Soviet collaborators (both Jews and Poles) were killed by some local avengers when the Soviets retreated, there were no spontaneous attacks directed against the entire Jewish population by Poles. According to Jewish and Polish eyewitnesses, Jakub (Yakov) Katz – cruelly murdered in the play Our Class by Poles (Lesson 7), who later deny their crime and try to pin it on the Germans (Lesson 14) – was in fact shot by the Germans. Rivka Fogel, an eyewitness, states: “On the very first day that the Germans entered the city of Yedwabne, they murdered the harnessmaker Yakov Katz, the stitcher Eli Krawiecki, the blacksmith Shmuel Weinstein, the businessmen Moshe Fishman, Choneh Goldberg and his son.” However, the Germans do not appear in Our Class at all, as that would “complicate” the play’s “didactic” message.
It was only on July 10, 1941, more two weeks after the Germans seized the area, that a pogrom took place in Jedwabne. By that time the Germans had established a field gendarmerie post there. Several hundred Jews – and not 1,600 as claimed by Jan Gross – perished in a barn that was set ablaze. Jewish eyewitnesses, as well as Polish witnesses, confirm that Germans were present and active at the scene. Several hundred Jews managed to escape from the town that day. Some of them, but not all, soon returned to Jedwabne and were confined in a ghetto set up by the Germans. The ghetto, which held as many as 200 Jews, was eventually closed. The remaining Jews were transferred to Łomża before being sent to death camps.

The Commission for the Investigation of Crimes Against the Polish Nation, after conducting their investigation, found – based on the recent Soviet census – that fewer than 600 Jews lived in Jedwabne in July 1941; the victim count was around 300; the pogrom was organized by the Germans, and only some local Poles (approximately forty) participated. German documents that have recently come to light confirm that the Germans employed paid thugs and provocateurs who incited those who had been imprisoned by the Soviets or whose relatives had been denounced by Jews. These were not spontaneous occurrences by any means.
Radosław Ignatiew, the prosecutor in charge of the Jedwabne investigation, stated unequivocally that the Germans played a decisive role in organizing attacks on Jews: “It is obvious that Poles could not simply do what they wanted in the territories occupied by the Germans. They could not therefore have organized pogroms. They were organized by the Germans. As the documents show, the Germans readied themselves to organize pogroms of Jews and had advance intelligence (from their agents) as to who among the Poles bore hatred toward Jews because they had denounced their relatives to the Soviets and who was a bandit that would kill if paid money. And it was those people whom they chose to carry out the pogroms, turning them into ordinary gangs.”
Ignatiew stated unequivocally that “there is no proof that the townspeople in general were the perpetrators. Most people behaved passively.” Rabbi Jacob Baker, a native of Jedwabne, has gone on record to state: “The majority of residents of Jedwabne did not take part in the pogrom. It was a group of degenerates and hooligans from neighboring villages … The ordinary residents of Jedwabne were decent people. We were good neighbors and friends with them.” 

As for the sadistic acts of cruelty allegedly perpetrated by “ordinary” Poles, Ignatiew had this to say: “Some of the scenes described in Jewish memoirs – killers using saws, casting children into the fire with (pitch)forks, using a girl’s head as a football – did not actually take place. … These events were so terrible that their description by the victims’ families often takes on a mythologized form.” Thus, it is apparent, that Słobodzianek resorts to Gruelpropaganda (fabricated atrocity stories) to convey his “profound” message about the human condition of the local residents.
The extent of German participation has not been established with certainty, and, contrary to what is often claimed, the official investigation did not rule it out. In fact, the earliest reports by Jews who escaped from Jedwabne confirm that the Germans were directly involved in carrying out the massacre:

“With the help of local farmers, the Germans gathered the Jews of these places, with the rabbi and leaders of the community at the front, in the market square. At first, they beat them cruelly and forced them to wrap themselves in their tallitot, to jump and dance, accompanied by singing. All this was done under an unceasing flood of lashes from cudgels and rubber whips. At the end, they pushed all the Jews, while beating and kicking them, into a long threshing house and set it on fire with them inside.” [Deliverance: The Diary of Michael Maik, A True Story (Kedumim, Israel: Keterpress Enterprises, 2004)]

“Later on, some Jews who had fled Jedwabne told us when the Germans first entered their town, they had herded all the Jews into a barn and set it ablaze. Anyone who tried to get out was cut down by machine-gun fire.” [Harold Zissman, The Warriors: My Life As a Jewish Soviet Partisan (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse University Press, 2005)]
“The Jews who came from the towns told us terrible things. Rywka Kurc (now in Australia) told us that in Jedwabne, the S.S. enclosed all the Jews in a hayloft – men, women, children and old people, among them her husband and two children. They set fire to the building and everyone was burned alive.” [Yitzchak Ivri, ed., Book of Kehilat Ostrolenka: Yizkor Book of the Jewish Community of Ostrolenka (Tel Aviv: Irgun Yotzei Ostrolenka in Israel, 2009)]
After the war, Jewish survivors were able to reclaim and their property in Jedwabne without incident and sold it to Poles. The American Jewish Year Book (1947–1948) reported, “The return of Jewish property, if claimed by the owner or his descendant, and if not subject to state control, proceeded more or less smoothly.” 

The Polish authorities were, of course, fully justified in wanting to punish the culprits. However, the methods they employed, such as the use of torture to secure confessions, did not further the goal of justice. Wartime Soviet collaborators were untouched and Communist collaborators continued to perpetrate atrocities in then Stalinist Poland. 
The Jedwabne massacre was neither the first nor the last of thousands of large-scale massacres of civilians – both Jews and non-Jews – that occurred during the Second World War. Most of these massacres are little known and have long been forgotten. They will never become the subject matter of plays.

Neighbor-on-neighbor violence against an entire community was not pioneered in June 1941. Several thousand ethnic Poles were killed in the Eastern Borderlands by their non-Polish neighbors in September 1939. In the small village of Brzostowica Mała, to the east of Jedwabne, as many as fifty Poles were murdered by a Jewish-led band of local pro-Soviet Jews and Belorussians. This occurred the 20th of September 1939, before the arrival of the Red Army. Armed with blades and axes, the band entered the village, proceeded to drag people out of their homes and then cruelly massacred the entire Polish population. The victims were tortured, tied with barbed wire, pummelled with sticks, forced to swallow quicklime, thrown into a ditch and buried alive. The murder was ordered by Żak Motyl, a Jew who headed the revolutionary committee in nearby Brzostowica Wielka.

The entire population of Koniuchy, a Polish village situated south of the city of Wilno (now Vilnius), was earmarked for total destruction by the Soviet partisan movement. At least forty Poles, including children and women, were killed on January 29, 1944. The village was selected for collective punishment because of some ineffective resistance put up by a few villagers during the incessant and violent supply-gathering expeditions carried out by the Soviet partisans from their base in Rudniki Forest. The largest component of the Soviet partisan attackers were Jews. In fact, Jewish partisans considered this to be their largest “military” operation in the entire area. One of the participants, Chaim Lazar, wrote:

“The signal was given just before dawn. Within minutes the village was surrounded on three sides. On the fourth side was the river and the only bridge over it was in the hands of the partisans. With torches prepared in advance, the partisans burned down the houses, stables, and granaries, while opening heavy fire on the houses. … Half-naked peasants jumped out of windows and sought escape. But everywhere fatal bullets awaited them. Many jumped into the river and swam towards the other side, but they too, met the same end. The mission was completed within a short while. Sixty households, numbering about 300 people, were destroyed, with no survivors.”

Unlike in the case of Jedwabne, the culprits who murdered the civilian population of Brzostowica Mała and Koniuchy were never brought to trial or punished.

The most comprehensive treatment of this topic is Marek Jan Chodakiewicz’s scholarly monograph The Massacre in Jedwabne, July 10, 1941: Before, During, and After (Boulder, Colorado: East European Monographs; New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), which has been cited by prominent scholars such as Peter Longerich, Holocaust: The Nazi Persecution and Murder of the Jews (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2010). Another important source is Mark Paul’s study Neighbours on the Eve of the Holocaust: Polish-Jewish Relations in Soviet-Occupied Eastern Poland, 1939–1941, as well as his study A Tangled Web: Polish-Jewish Relations in Wartime Northeastern Poland and the Aftermath, both of which are available online at: http://www.kpk-toronto.org/fundusz_obrony.html. A critique of the Canadian Stage / Studio 180 Our Class Program can also be found on that website. 

One of the most perverse representations in the play is the fictitious character of Heniek, one of the Polish thugs who helped perpetrate the massacre in Jedwabne. He later becomes a Catholic priest and is portrayed as a pedophile. Given Słobodzianek’s literary penchants, this is not at all surprisingly. Portraying one’s political enemies as pedophiles is a relic from the Stalinist era. (The poet Jan Brzechwa used a similar device in his 1946 poem “The Ballad of the Two Fellows” – “Ballada o dwóch facetach” – to malign the anti-Communist underground fighters whom the Soviet-imposed regime was brutally murdering.) It is implied that Heniek is involved in the sexual abuse scandals have rocked the Church in recent years. Of course, this is sheer invention on Słobodzianek’s part. The purpose behind this is to cast blame for the massacre not only on Polish society but also on the Catholic Church. Associating the Church’s alleged representative with ongoing degenerate behaviour underscores the notion that the moral, spiritual and ethical foundations of Polish society are not just evil, they are beyond redemption.
Łukasz Kaczyński, a Polish theatre critic, has rightly taken the play to task for its “purely ethnic and ideological treatment” of the subject matter:

“The performance employs the ethnic patterns of the town both to shatter them and legitimize them. So, all the events and confrontations of the show play out on the level of Pole-Jew, and not Jakub-Zygmunt. And since everything is a question of nationality and the effect of Twentieth century ideologies in conjunction with religion, we see figures who fit the theses of the author moving around the stage, rather than living characters with a multiplicity of human experiences, feelings, motivations, choices.”
Unfortunately, the highly politicized Our Class – with its cardboard characters, ideological overlay and deliberate manipulation of facts – does not rise above the level of agitprop theatre. (Agitprop, a Soviet-era Russian word derived from the words “agitation” and “propaganda,” refers to plays, pamphlets, motion pictures and other art forms with an explicitly political message.) Its goal is to agitate audiences. The play has no lesson to teach us, unless one is prepared to accept – as some apparently do – that Catholic Poles are the embodiment of evil, and that Jews can only be victims or, occasionally, reluctant and out-of-character avengers. There is no insight to be gained from a play that selectively manipulates the facts and proclaims the obvious truism that killing is evil, and then portrays the killers as representative variations of an entire nation. This is selective morality at its worst. It is no different than Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir’s infamous and vile assertion that Poles “suck in anti-Semitism with their mother’s milk.” The play thus squanders the opportunity to portray a complex reality and teach a meaningful lesson about the human condition.
Needless to add, an ideological tract of this kind parading around as literature would not be tolerated in any other context, for example, the 1948 Deir Yassin massacre (described below), which led to the ethnic cleansing of Palestine, not to mention the many horrific massacres perpetrated in the Unites States of America and by other Western countries.
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
FROM A REVIEW BY DOMINIC CAVENDISH PUBLISHED IN THE LONDON TELEGRAPH ON NOVEMBER 9, 2009 UNDER THE HEADING “IS OUR CLASS AT THE NATIONAL THEATRE REALLY SUCH A RELIABLE HISTORY LESSON?”
A recommendation to see Tadeusz Slobodzianek's Our Class at the National Theatre would be qualified by some unshakeable misgivings about how the play portrays the relationship between Polish Catholics and Jews. …
The piece is evidently inspired by the Jedwabne massacre of July 10, 1941, and owes some considerable debt to the work of Jan T Gross’s controversial 2001 book Neighbors … the experience of living under Soviet and German rule was traumatising and terrifying. Gross acknowledges this in his book and yet that hasn’t adequately been translated into the version of events we see on stage. In other words, the source is far more rigorous and reliable than the adaptation.
Our Class, at least in the English version scripted by Ryan Craig, has some omissions and emphases that I find surprising. Here are five to be starting with: 

1. The rather cursory kindergarten introduction to village life leaves the audience with little doubt that anti-Semitism and violent acts against the Jews are rife prior to the war and start in the playground – even though Gross specifies that ‘the Jewish community was not affected by significant rifts and protracted conflicts’. 

2. There’s no mention of the outbreak of the Second World War, or the partition of Poland by Germany and the Soviet Union, despite the huge upheavals this caused. The arrival of the Red Army is (briefly) described, even though it was the Germans who initially had possession of the village, before returning on 23 June, 1941. 

3. The bloody and brutal Soviet occupation, which the play suggests causes critical rifts of resentment and mistrust to develop, is sketched out in just two scenes. This hasty gallop through history results in glib, approximate dialogue: ‘You know Rachelka, I’ve been thinking. This Soviet Occupation’s not as bad as people make out.’ Gross points out that ‘Twenty months of Soviet Occupation…took a heavy toll on the local people.’ 

4. One of the Jewish characters, Abram, leaves for America before 1939, but in letters back to his former classmates appears not to be aware of any major global conflict. In 1941, he writes. ‘Anyway what’s news with you? How’s our class getting along? Why doesn’t anyone write to me anymore?’ By any stretch of the imagination, or allowance for dramatic irony, this downplaying of the situation seems incredible. 

5. No German is represented on stage; their presence is only alluded to. And yet we’re told by Gross himself, on the basis of surviving testimonies, that the Germans were an active force on the scene. They were there in the town square on June 22nd, beating to death alleged Soviet sympathisers. Germans gave an order on 10 July ‘that all the Jews be destroyed’. Gross writes emphatically – ‘At the time the overall undisputed bosses over life and death in Jedwabne were the Germans. No sustained organised activity could take place without their consent… It is also clear that had Jedwabne not been occupied by the Germans, the Jews of Jedwabne would not have been murdered by their neighbors.’ In his introduction, he reminds us of the scale of carnage Poland experienced from 1939-45: ‘Poland suffered a demographic catastrophe without precedent; close to 20 per cent of its population died of war-related causes… Over a third of its urban residents were missing at the conclusion of war.’ Etc. One doesn’t get a sense of that wider catastrophe watching the play. 

I could query other points in Our Class – why, for instance, does Slobodzianek affront us with the repeated line by a Jewish woman that she felt pleasure while being gang-raped? – but it’s those last remarks by Gross that I think highlight its insufficiencies. Too much context is missing. That context is not an excuse for what happened. But if we’re to understand the forces underlying this outrage rather than solely condemn it, a greater sense of the unimaginable, visceral horror of those times needs to be drawn into the process of dramatic reconstruction. 

The conclusion you could easily come to, watching Our Class, as many of the reviewers have, is that Poles were just itching for the German invasion as the excuse to give violent vent to their deep-rooted anti-Semitism (‘the Germans file in and Jew-hating goes from pastime to policy’, noted one review). As I’ve already indicated, though, Gross, grappling with a complex puzzle, acknowledges missing pieces of information on the way, and doesn’t reduce his argument to one single thread. To some, Our Class offers a crash-course in the unpalatable truth – that the Poles could be just as evil as the Nazis. From where I was sitting, though, too often it looked like an object lesson in gross simplification.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
OTHER MASSACRES FROM THE TWENTIETH CENTURY – THE BLOODIEST CENTURY IN WORLD HISTORY
During the “The Red Summer of 1919” there were 26 race riots in which the White population turned on Black Americans and destroyed their communities, murdering and injuring thousands of Blacks. The most infamous of these was the Chicago Race Riots. The authorities made little effort to stem this tide. According to a report submitted to the Florida Board of Regents on December 22, 1993: “Racial unrest and violence against African Americans permeated domestic developments in the United States during the post-World War I era. From individual lynchings to massive violence against entire black communities, whites in both the North and the South lashed out against black Americans with a rage that knew few bounds. From Chicago to Tulsa, to Omaha, East St. Louis, and many communities in between, and finally to Rosewood, white mobs pursued what can only be described as a reign of terror against African Americans during the period from 1917 to 1923. In Chicago, Illinois, for example, law and order was suspended for 13 days in July 1919 as white mobs made foray after foray into black neighborhoods, killings and wounding 365 black residents and leaving another 1,000 homeless. In June 1921, the black section of Tulsa, Oklahoma, was almost burned out and thousands were left homeless following racial violence by white residents.”
Sixteen hours of rioting in Tulsa on May 31 and June 1, 1921, resulted in over 800 people admitted to local hospitals with injuries, an estimated 10,000 left homeless, 35 city blocks composed of 1,256 residences destroyed by fire, and $1.8 million in property damage. Twenty-three black and 16 white citizens were reported killed, but estimates suggest as many as 300, mostly blacks, died. Efforts to obtain reparations for survivors of the violence have been unsuccessful. Yet, as Columbia University historian István Deák pointed out in the New York Review of Books: “until recent stories were published, I wonder how many Americans had ever heard of what happened in Tulsa, Oklahoma, at the end of May 1921, when the city’s whites, incited by the press and by politicians, massacred several hundred innocent blacks. Although I am a professional historian, I heard of this atrocity only last year, forty-four years after I arrived in the US. The Tulsa massacre, moreover, took place when the United States was at peace, whereas Jedwabne occurred during a terrible war, under alternating cruel occupations, and in the midst of total administrative and political chaos.”
Less than two years later, in January 1923, mobs of White Americans descended on a Black community in Rosewood, Florida, massacring between 40 and 150 people. Houses were torched and looted, and the community was eradicated. Black churches were set on fire throughout the state. For many Whites, the removal of their Black neighbors—a “Florida without Blacks”—was a dream fulfilled. Tellingly, not one person was ever convicted for this heinous crime, because of “insufficient evidence.” These events have been essentially erased from American national consciousness. No national memorial has been erected in the United States to mark this shameful legacy, and no apologies are offered by American authorities for the conduct of the American people.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *
The peaceful Palestinian village of Deir Yassin, which lay outside of the area assigned by the United Nations to the Jewish State, was attacked by 130 commandos of the Irgun and Stern gang on April 9, 1948, several weeks before the end of British Mandate rule in Palestine. Some 200 Palestinians were slaughtered. The massacre of children, women and men commenced only after the village was seized and was accompanied by maiming and widespread looting. Some of the survivors were loaded onto a truck and paraded through the Jewish quarters of Jerusalem before being executed.
Jacques de Reynier, a Swiss doctor working for the International Red Cross, witnessed the aftermath of the massacre and reported the “mopping up” operations in these riveting words: “The first thing I saw were people running everywhere, rushing into and out of houses, carrying stun guns, rifles, pistols, and long ornate knives… They seemed half mad. I saw a beautiful young girl, with criminal eyes, carrying a dagger still covered in blood. She displayed it like a trophy. This was the ‘cleaning up’ team, which was obviously performing its task very conscientiously. … Here the ‘cleaning up’ had been done with machine guns, then hand grenades. It had been finished off with knives, anyone could see that. The same thing in the next room, but as I was about to leave, I heard something like a sigh. I looked everywhere, turned over all the bodies, and eventually found a little foot, still warm. It was of a little girl of ten, mutilated by a hand grenade, but still alive… everywhere it was the same horrible sight… [The population of the village] had been deliberately massacred in cold blood for, as I observed for myself, this gang was admirably disciplined and only acted under their leaders’ orders.”
The village of Deir Yassin was subsequently resettled by Jews, who took over the homes of the Palestinians who had fled for their lives. It was renamed Givat Shaul Bet and the opening ceremony was attended by cabinet ministers and chief rabbis. Streets were named after the Irgun and Sternists who took part in the attack. The cemetery was bulldozed, and like hundreds of other Palestinian villages to follow, Deir Yassin was wiped off the map. There are no markers, no plaques, and no memorials at Deir Yassin. The slaughter took place within sight of the national memorial for Holocaust victims at Yad Vashem. According to Menachem Begin, the leader of the Irgun at the time, this horrific act served the future state of Israel well. In his book The Revolt, Begin claimed: “Arabs throughout the country, induced to believe wild tales of ‘Irgun butchery,’ were seized with limitless panic and started to flee for their lives. This mass flight soon developed into a maddened, uncontrollable stampede. The political and economic significance of this development can hardly be overestimated.” Special tours of Deir Yassin led by surviving underground fighters are organized on the anniversary of the “battle.”
[Daniel A. McGowan and March H. Ellis, eds., Remembering Deir Yassin: The Future of Israel and Palestine (New York: Olive Branch Press/Interlink Publishing Group, 1998)]
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