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Since the Second World War, the history of
the Jewish Labor Bund has captured signifi-
cant scholarly attention with important works
by Jonathan Frankel, Gertrud Pickhan, Dani-
el Blatman, Henry Tobias, and Yoav Peled lea-
ding the field.1 Most of these studies appeared
in the 1980s and 1990s as interest in Polish-
Jewish history started to increase substantial-
ly. With the emergence of two key journals in
the 1970s and 1980s, “Polin“ and “Gal-Ed“,
a number of mostly North American and Is-
raeli historians have worked on an array of
topics related to the history of Jews in Po-
land.2 Recently, Polish historians, particular-
ly those associated with the Mordechai Anie-
lewicz Center for Researching and Teaching
the History and Culture of Jews in Poland
at the University of Warsaw, have added to
this growing interest in Polish-Jewish histo-
ry with a number of publications that have
appeared in the 1990s and 2000s.3 In “Poles,
Jews, and the Politics of Nationality“, Joshua
D. Zimmerman, Associate Professor of Histo-
ry at Yeshiva University, makes an important
contribution to both this growing literature on
the Polish-Jewish past and to the history of
the Jewish Labor Bund. Based on his disser-
tation completed at Brandeis University un-
der the direction of Antony Polonsky (one of
the leading historians of Polish-Jewish history
and editor of “Polin“), Zimmerman examines
an aspect of the Bund’s history that has large-
ly been overlooked by historians: its complex,
entangled, and often tense relationship with
the Polish Socialist Party (Polska Partia Soca-
listyczna, or PPS).

In particular, Zimmerman explores the
ways in which the relationship between the
PPS and the Bund shaped how both parties
dealt with the problem of Jewish nationality:
Jewish claims to extraterritorial cultural auto-
nomy and distinctiveness. At first, both the

PPS and the Bund rejected the notion of Je-
wish cultural autonomy and adopted a lar-
gely integrationist approach. Established in
1892, the PPS combined socialism with the Po-
lish revolutionary tradition and called for the
creation of a breakaway federal republic of
the Polish, Lithuanian, and Ukrainian nations.
But Jews were not considered a „nation“ in
this vision of a future Polish state. Although
the PPS argued that Jews would be granted
full civil rights as citizens, it hoped that they
would eventually lose their „Jewishness“ and
assimilate into Polish culture.

During the first years after its founding in
1897, the Bund took a similar assimilationist
stance toward the problem of Jewish nationa-
lity. As Zimmerman clearly shows, the first Je-
wish socialist leaders in Tsarist Russia initially
intended to turn workers into conscious Soci-
al Democrats so that they could assist in the
Russian revolutionary movement. Distinctly
Jewish issues were simply not on their minds.
As one contemporary recalled, „we were as-
similationists who did not even dream of a
separate Jewish mass movement. We saw our
task as preparing cadres for the Russian revo-
lutionary movement and acclimatizing them
to Russian culture“ (p. 44). In the first few ye-
ars after the Bund’s founding, this integratio-
nist stance remained largely unchanged ex-
cept for that the party did begin to produ-
ce propaganda leaflets in Yiddish in order to
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reach Jewish workers. But this did not change
the fact that the Bund was still „neutral“ on
the issue of Jewish nationality at this point.

Indeed, it was not until 1901 that the Bund
changed its position. At its historic fourth con-
gress, the Bund decided to embrace explicitly
secular Jewish nationalism, stating that „the
term nationality should also apply to the Je-
wish people“ (p. 120). What caused such a
dramatic shift in thinking? In what is the most
important claim of the book, Zimmerman ar-
gues - and his rich and meticulous research
bears him out - that the Bund’s „ideologi-
cal transformation“ emerged directly from its
competition with the PPS. As the Bund moved
into Congress Poland and began to compete
actively with the PPS for Jewish workers (who
had generally been attracted to the PPS before
the Bund’s arrival), the party was forced to le-
gitimize its existence and increasingly did so
by arguing that the Bund was the only voice
that could possibly represent the distinctive
needs of the Jewish working class. The PPS
was naturally furious with such a line of re-
asoning and the general threat the Bund po-
sed to its appeal among Jewish workers. In
response, it strongly attacked the Bund and
argued that Jewish interests would best be
served only by linking them to the broader
struggle for Polish freedom.

Zimmerman argues that the ensuing con-
flict between the PPS and the Bund forced
both organizations to develop a clearer stan-
ce on Jewish nationality. Fearful of losing Je-
wish workers to the Bund, the PPS developed
a Yiddish press and even established its own
Jewish section. Most importantly, the party re-
cognized Jewish claims to extraterritorial cul-
tural autonomy. In one of the most original
parts of the book, Zimmerman shows that,
contrary to what has normally been assumed,
the PPS included in its platform in 1905 the
right for Jews to have „full freedom of cultural
development,“ becoming the first European
non-Jewish socialist party to recognize Jewish
cultural autonomy (p. 210). But not all party
members agreed to this affirmation of Jewish
cultural autonomy. Zimmerman is careful to
note important divisions within the PPS, pay-
ing considerable attention to the PPS’s split
into both Right and Left factions in 1906. Each
faction had different approaches to Jewish na-

tionality, with the PPS Left arguing for the ex-
tension of complete cultural-national autono-
my to Jews and the PPS Right embracing a
classic integrationist-assimilationist stance on
the Jewish question.

Although in the end the PPS did not remain
united in affirming Jewish cultural autonomy,
its sustained effort to gain the support of Je-
wish workers played a crucial role in the ideo-
logical development of the Bund during its
early, formative years. By the mid-1900s, the
Bund, largely in response to the PPS, had be-
come a distinctly Jewish national party. In the
decade before World War I, it became invol-
ved in developing „Yiddish culture“ - in set-
ting up schools and in defending the rights
of Yiddish. As Zimmerman succinctly puts it,
„by 1907 the party’s assimilationist wing had
disappeared. That the Bund’s political pro-
gram should have a national component was
no longer questioned“ (p. 253).

The evidence Zimmerman has gathered to
support this argument - based mostly on par-
ty documents and newspapers written in Yid-
dish and Polish - is generally impressive (his
knowledge of English, German, Russian, and
Hebrew also gives him unparalleled access
to secondary works on the Bund and Polish-
Jewish history). In several places, he menti-
ons that the PPS experienced a „declining in-
fluence“ (e.g. p. 87) among Jewish workers.
Such a decline is, of course, crucial to his argu-
ment about how each party shaped the other
vis-à-vis the question of Jewish nationality.
But it is not entirely clear how much the PPS
perceived such a loss or actually experien-
ced it. How dramatically did support for the
PPS among Jewish workers decline in the first
years of the Bund’s formation? Zimmerman
does not offer any concrete answers - perhaps
because of a lack of sources - but some quan-
titative history would have been useful and
probably only would have buttressed his ar-
gument. Nevertheless, Zimmerman has writ-
ten a highly useful and important book that
deserves to be read by historians not only of
Jewish history, but also those interested in the
PPS and, more broadly, those working on is-
sues of nationality in late-nineteenth-century
East Central Europe.
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