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Introduction

I n  t h e  y e a r s  be t w e e n  the two world wars, the Jewish community 
of Poland was larger than any other Jewish community in Europe. Th e 
General Jewish Workers’ Bund, a political party that had been founded in 
Czarist Russia in 1897, exerted a growing infl uence among Polish Jews in the 
1930s.1 Indeed, some argue that the Bund was the most powerful political 
party within Polish Jewry on the eve of the Second World War.2 Both the 
extent of Bundist power, however, and the degree to which it could be fairly 
claimed that the Bund emerged as the strongest Jewish party in Poland in 
the late 1930s have been hotly contested.3 A great deal of light can be shed 
on such matters by close examination of the constellation of organizations 
that revolved around the Polish Bund, including the Bundist youth move-
ment, the Bundist children’s movement, the Bundist movement for physical 
education, the Bund’s women’s organization, and the Medem Sanatorium (an 
institution for children at risk of contracting tuberculosis). It is the intent of 
my book to substantiate this claim.. . .
Scholarly disputes as to the power of the Polish Bund have oft en hinged on 
analysis of electoral results. Th ere were no Bundists elected to the Sejm, 
Poland’s national parliament, at any point in the interwar era. Other Jewish 
movements—including both the Zionist movement and a political movement 
committed to representing the interests of Orthodox Jewry—were far more 
successful in this arena.4 In 1919, the poor results obtained by Bundist candi-
dates could be attributed, in part, to sharp divisions within the Bund itself. 
Th e Bund’s single largest local organization in Poland, the Warsaw Bund, 
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ultimately chose to boycott the 1919 election (against the will of the Bund’s Cen-
tral Committee), as did its organizations in Lublin and in Chelm.5 Moreover, 
the Bund’s daily newspaper, Lebens-fragen, was closed by the Polish govern-
ment in the two weeks leading up to the election. Th us, the fact that the Bund 
did not elect any of its candidates to the Sejm in 1919 was not surprising.

But the Bund also failed to obtain any mandates in 1922. It ran a vigorous 
campaign in that year’s Sejm elections, and the party’s most prominent lead-
ers headed its list. Bundist candidates obtained over eighty thousand votes, 
including almost nineteen thousand in Warsaw, more than twelve thousand 
in Lodz, and fi ft y-fi ve hundred in Bialystok. However, because the mandates 
were won by candidates with the highest vote tallies in each of the sixty-four 
voting districts into which Poland was divided at that time, and because none 
of the Bundist candidates obtained the highest number of votes in the dis-
tricts in which they ran for offi  ce, none of the candidates elected to the Sejm 
in 1922 were Bundists.6

Th e total vote obtained by Bundist candidates went up, to approximately 
one hundred thousand, in the Sejm election of 1928. Nevertheless, the end 
result, from the Bund’s perspective, remained the same. Not one Bundist can-
didate was victorious.7 Moreover, the number of votes received by Bundist 
candidates, running on a joint list with the Independent Socialist Party and 
the Right Poalei Zion, went back down in the Sejm elections of 1930, the last 
nationwide election in interwar Poland in which the Bund participated.8 Th e 
results obtained by Bundists in Poland’s parliamentary elections, in sum 
were, from the Bund’s point of view throughout the interwar years, consis-
tently disappointing.

However, the Bund performed very impressively in many of the Jewish 
communal and municipal elections held in Poland’s largest cities and towns 
in the latter half of the 1930s. Th e fi rst signifi cant victories of this kind took 
place during elections to the boards of the kehiles (organized Jewish religious 
communities) in 1936. In Warsaw, which was home to some 350,000 Jews in 
the late 1930s—a far larger number of Jews than lived in any other city in 
Poland—the Bund received a plurality of the votes cast in the kehile election 
and thereby won considerably more seats on the governing body of the War-
saw kehile than any other party.9 Whereas the Bundist list attracted 10,767 
votes in an election characterized by relatively heavy voter turnout, its closest 
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competitor, the National Bloc (a Zionist electoral list), obtained 6,982 votes, 
and Agudes Yisroel (a non-Zionist party committed to Orthodox Judaism), 
only 5,256.

Bundist lists obtained an even higher proportion of the vote than they 
had in Warsaw in the kehile elections that took place in 1936 in Grodno, Lub-
lin, and Piotrków.10 Examination of kehile election results in ninety-seven 
cities and towns in central Poland outside of Warsaw demonstrates that the 
Bund did not do as well overall in this region as either Agudes Yisroel or the 
General Zionists.11 Nevertheless, the Bund’s success in Warsaw and in other 
specifi c, important cities, was a stunning one, widely commented on in the 
Jewish press.12

Th e victory of the Bund in the Warsaw kehile election was followed by 
a major victory in the elections to the Lodz City Council. Th ere were two 
hundred thousand Jews in Lodz during this period, making the Jewish com-
munity of that city the second largest in Poland. As in the Warsaw kehile 
election, turnout was high in Lodz.13 Th e proportion of votes for Jewish lists 
won by the Bund-led slate in the municipal elections in Lodz was even larger 
than the proportion obtained by the Bundists weeks earlier in the Warsaw 
kehile election. Th e total number of votes cast in Lodz in 1936 for the Bund-
dominated list (which also contained representatives of the Left  Poalei Zion, 
the Council of Trade Unions, and other smaller entities) was 23,685. While 
the United Jewish Electoral Bloc (in which Agudes Yisroel played a key role) 
won three seats, and the United Zionist Bloc won two seats, the list headed by 
Bundists won six.14

Th e kehile election in Bialystok, held at the end of December 1937, had 
similar results. Th e Bundist slate won eight seats while Agudes Yisroel and the 
Labor Zionists each won three seats; the General Zionist slate won only two.15

Th e best-known examples of Bundist electoral victories date from the 
years 1938–39, at which point elections to city councils were held in major 
cities throughout Poland. In Warsaw, the Bundist-dominated slate, which 
attracted 61.7 percent of votes cast for Jewish lists, won seventeen seats on the 
city council in the elections conducted in 1938.16 Th e lists run by other Jewish 
parties in Warsaw, in contrast, won a total of only three seats. In Lodz, seven-
teen Jewish city council members were elected from explicitly Jewish slates in 
the balloting that took place on December 18, 1938. Eleven of these were elected 
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on a list that contained members of the Bund, of Jewish trade unions, and 
of the Left  Poalei Zion. At least seven of the eleven were Bundists.17 Bundist 
candidates also scored signifi cant victories in city council elections in Vilna, 
Bialystok, and Lublin—which is to say that the Bund obtained more votes 
than any other Jewish party in fi ve of the seven largest Polish Jewish commu-
nities. In addition, the Bundist lists did well in certain somewhat smaller but 
still signifi cant Jewish communities such as Grodno, Radom, and Zamość. 
Representatives of the Bund were elected in 102 diff erent cities and towns.18 
In Galicia, an area with diff erent political traditions than Congress Poland, 
and one in which the Bund had never succeeded in picking up much traction, 
Zionist candidates outperformed Bundists in Cracow and in Lwów (in the 
latter of which the Bund’s list was simply crossed out by the authorities) in 
the last set of pre–World War II elections.19 Nevertheless, even in Galicia, the 
Bund made some inroads in the late 1930s.20

. . .
Scholars of Polish Jewry universally acknowledge that Bundist candidates 
won specifi c local elections. Both the reasons for these electoral victories, 
however, and the signifi cance of these results have been subject to debate. 
Bernard K. Johnpoll, author of the fi rst serious academic study of the Bund 
in Poland, suggests that the Bund benefi tted indirectly from foreign aff airs 
as well as from events within Poland: “Th ree major events, one in neighbor-
ing Germany” (that is, the rise of Hitler), “the second in neighboring Russia” 
(the Moscow trials, which purportedly led the Bund to reexamine its attitude 
toward the Soviet Union), “and the third within Poland itself” (a reference to 
an increase in anti-Semitism), argues Johnpoll, handed the Bund the leader-
ship of Polish Jewry. “Because the Bund was an ecclesia militanta, it was able 
to defy the threats from within and without, and to lead the Jewish people 
during a period of despair.”21

Joseph Marcus has also pointed to events outside the ranks of the Bund 
as helping to explain its electoral successes. To Marcus, however, the most 
signifi cant of these events was apparently the disbanding of the Communist 
Party of Poland in 1938 by order of the Comintern. “When [that party] fi nally 
disintegrated,” Marcus has written, “the ranks of Bund supporters swelled. In 
the last years before the outbreak of the 1939–45 war, the Bund emerged as the 
strongest Jewish party in Poland.”22
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Ezra Mendelsohn has sought the seeds of the Bund’s electoral victories in 
its leading role in the struggle against anti-Semitism, in the perception that 
the Bund had allies in the non-Jewish world when other Jewish parties did 
not, and also in “the Jewish public’s growing disgust with the failure of the 
General Zionists’ political strategies and, above all . . . the collapse of the Zion-
ist movement’s program for Palestine aft er 1936.” According to Mendelsohn, 
the British decision to prevent substantial immigration by Jews to Palestine 
“led to disillusionment with Zionism in general and a readiness to support 
[the Bund,] a party whose doikeyt [focus on Poland rather than on Palestine 
or some other potential land of emigration] was accompanied by excellent 
organization, ties with the Polish left , and the courage to demonstrate against 
Polish fascism.”23 As Mendelsohn put it in another, more recent, work, “Th e 
Bund owed much of its newfound popularity to the Zionist debacle.”24 Th us, 
from his perspective, the Bund’s success was due not fi rst and foremost to the 
conversion of massive numbers of Polish Jews to revolutionary socialism or 
to any other component of the Bundist orientation, but rather to the collapse 
of the Bund’s ideological opponents.25

Daniel Blatman has taken a somewhat diff erent tack. His study of the 
Bund in Poland in the latter half of the 1930s suggests that the Bund’s electoral 
victories were the result of internal ideological alterations: “By the second 
half of 1933 . . . the Bund . . . came to the end of a process of crystallization, 
reorganization, and ideological change that had begun in the early 1930s. As 
a result of these changes the Bund was able to play a central role in the politi-
cal struggle of that decade.”26 Blatman underscores the Bund’s 1930 decision 
to join the Labour and Socialist International (LSI) as both indicating a new 
direction on the part of the Bund and as a reason why it began to attract new 
members during that decade. He points as well to the Bund’s role, in March 
1936, in organizing a general strike in response to a pogrom in Przytyk; its 
role in defending Jews against anti-Semitic attacks; its attempt to organize 
a Workers’ Congress for the Struggle Against Anti-Semitism (which was to 
have convened in June 1936, but which was prevented from taking place by 
the Polish government); and its opposition to a ban on kosher slaughtering, 
among other matters, as indication of a reorientation on the part of the Bund, 
and as clarifying why it attracted more voters beginning in the mid-1930s 
than it had in the past: “Th ere was . . . a clear connection between the Bund’s 
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new ideological direction and the continuous rise in the movement’s strength 
at that time.”27

Gertrud Pickhan, author of the single best study of the Bund in interwar 
Poland, puts particularly great stress not so much on the Bund’s purported 
ideological alteration, but on changes in the socioeconomic composition of 
Polish Jewry in explaining the party’s political rise. According to Pickhan, an 
increase in the number of wage laborers among Polish Jews led to an increase 
in the signifi cance of the Jewish trade unions. Since these unions were tied to 
the Bund, the increase in the power of the unions ultimately led to an increase 
in the power of the party.28

Several prominent academics have cautioned against making too much of 
the Bund’s late victories. Antony Polonsky, for example, in a piece published 
in 1988, argued that Jewish political opinion had some pendulumlike quali-
ties in interwar Poland, and thus that the Bundist electoral gains in 1938–39 
were not necessarily the result of major changes in Jewish life or indicative of 
long-term trends:

Jewish political life in Poland, partly as a consequence of the perilous situa-
tion of the Jews, was subject to violent swings of mood. Th e Bundist upswing 
was partly the result of Jewish hopes that the Bund could intercede on their 
behalf with a victorious Polish Socialist Party. Had the socialists not been 
able to take power . . . or had they failed to fulfi ll the hopes the Jews placed 
in them, these attitudes could very quickly have changed.29

It is my contention that the electoral victories of the Bund in the late 
1930s were not ephemeral but rather the result of deeper tendencies. Th e fact 
that such tendencies existed may best be demonstrated by focusing on the 
attempts made by Bundists in the 1920s and 1930s to create a Bundist coun-
terculture.30 Th e Bund in Poland was not simply an American-style politi-
cal party concerned primarily with electing candidates to offi  ce or passing 
legislation that furthered the interests of its members. It was a nucleus 
eager to instill in the movements revolving around it a set of values and 
ideals sharply diff erent than those dominating Polish society or traditional 
Jewish religious institutions. Th e total number of individuals involved in 
the constellation of Bundist movements was signifi cantly larger than the 
number of Bund members per se. Most, though not all, of these peripheral 
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movements grew dramatically in size over a period of years, beginning in 
the mid-1920s.

Neither the signifi cance of the Bund, nor, for that matter, the movement’s 
limitations can be properly assessed without study of the attempt to create 
a Bundist counterculture. However, the Bundist constellation of movements 
has never been systematically explored. My hope, in the chapters that fol-
low, is that I will be able not merely to describe the functioning of some of 
the major movements and institutions that circled the Bund, but also to sug-
gest ways in which the histories of these movements and institutions help to 
explain the electoral victories of Bundist candidates in the years immediately 
preceding the Second World War.
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The Youth Bund Tsukunft

T h e  Y ug n t-bu n d  t s u k u n f t  (Youth Bund Tsukunft ) occupies pride 
of place among the constellation of organizations associated with the Bund 
in interwar Poland.1 By the late 1930s, the Tsukunft , as this movement was 
widely known, had more than twelve thousand members, and had undergone 
a growth spurt in the Polish capital and elsewhere. Th e Tsukunft , which pro-
vided a sense of power and a reason for optimism to the desperately poor and 
beleaguered Jewish youth of Poland, attracted them for many reasons. Th e 
fact that the movement discussed the sexual concerns of its constituency was 
among them.

Unlike the other major components of the system of Bund-affi  liated 
movements, which came into being in independent Poland in the 1920s, the 
Tsukunft  had its roots in the czarist era. Moreover, it diff ered from the Pol-
ish Bund’s movements for women, for children, and for physical education 
in that it was not established as an explicitly Bundist organization or under 
Bundist auspices. One of the czarist-era organizations from which the Youth 
Bund Tsukunft  was directly descended was an illegal youth group, founded 
in Warsaw and active in 1909–11, many of whose members were sympathetic 
to the Social Democratic Party of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania 
(SDKPiL)—a party with which the Bund was not always on the best of terms. 
Th is youth group, which had both Jewish and non-Jewish members, soon 
merged with an independently created grouping of Jewish working youth 
and students also based in Warsaw, also socialist in its orientation, and 
also operating illegally; however, the bulk of its members were closer to the 
Bund than to the SDKPiL. Th e new combined entity, which emerged in 1911, 
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adopted the name Social Democratic Youth Organization Tsukunft —and in 
1916, this Warsaw-centered organization adopted a resolution declaring that 
it considered itself to be an autonomous organization operating under the 
leadership of the Bund. Th e Tsukunft  remained an organization closely tied 
to the Bund throughout its remaining years of existence.2

In the period following the First World War, the Warsaw Tsukunft  took 
proactive eff orts to help establish Tsukunft  groups in other areas of the newly 
independent Polish state. However, the early 1920s were diffi  cult years in the 
organization’s history. During the Polish-Russian War of 1920–21, the Pol-
ish government hounded the Tsukunft , which opposed the war. Th e organi-
zation was unable to issue a regularly appearing periodical, a number of its 
activists were arrested, and certain of its local organizations stopped func-
tioning altogether. Th e Tsukunft  began to operate somewhat more normally 
when the war ended and had at least 112 local organizations at the time of its 
third countrywide conference in April 1922, but it was rocked once again by 
sharp divisions revolving around its relationship to the Communist Youth 
International.

From 1916 onward, the political line of the Tsukunft  mirrored that of its 
parent party. Th is fact is made manifest precisely by examining the important 
issue of affi  liation with the international organization of Communist youth.

In 1920, the Polish Bund resolved to join the Comintern (the Communist 
International). However, the conditions for membership subsequently set by the 
Comintern were, in 1921, rejected in part by the Polish Bund. A minority of 
members of the Bund in Poland broke from the party, created an entity known as 
the Kombund (the Jewish Communist Workers’ Bund of Poland), and accepted 
all of the Comintern’s membership conditions.3 Th e Bund itself, in contrast, 
remained outside the Comintern and later affi  liated instead with the Interna-
tional Information Bureau of Revolutionary Socialist Parties (the Pans Bureau), 
which occupied the sliver of political space between the worldwide association 
of the communist parties and the worldwide association of social democratic 
parties.4 In 1930, having undergone something of a political evolution, the Polish 
Bund became a member of the Labour and Socialist International, a Comintern 
rival that contained both socialist and social democratic parties.5

A few weeks following the Bund’s decision to seek membership in 
the Comintern, the Tsukunft  resolved to apply to the Communist Youth 
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International, the political positions of which were comparable to those of the 
Comintern. However, the Communist Youth International, at its second con-
gress, set membership conditions unacceptable to the Tsukunft . Late in 1921, 
a group of pro-Comintern members of the Tsukunft  broke with the Bundist 
youth movement and created the Komtsukunft , which later that same year 
affi  liated with the Communist Youth International.6 In contrast, the Youth 
Bund Tsukunft  proclaimed, at its fourth conference in 1925, that the Paris 
Bureau ought to create a bureau of youth movements.7 In a report apparently 
dating from 1928, the movement noted that the Tsukunft  “maintains broth-
erly relations with the socialist youth organizations which group themselves 
around the Paris Information Bureau.”8 Shortly thereaft er, the Tsukunft  
began to move closer to the Socialist Youth International (SYI), which was 
itself allied with the LSI, and in 1936 the Tsukunft  became an offi  cial member 
of the SYI.9 Th e Tsukunft  followed the Bund’s lead on this issue, as it consis-
tently did on all major issues.

Th e 1922 break between the Tsukunft —which that year changed its offi  -
cial name to the Yugnt-bund “tsukunft ” in poyln (Youth Bund “Tsukunft ” in 
Poland)—and the Komtsukunft  resulted in a loss of members for the Bundist 
youth movement. Some of the Tsukunft ’s one-time members sided with the 
Komtsukunft  and, when that organization folded itself into the Communist 
Youth Association, joined the latter. Other one-time members drift ed away 
altogether from political involvement. In 1924, the Tsukunft  had only sev-
enty active local groups. However, it apparently had 171 local groups in 1928 
and claimed 184 local affi  liates at the time of its sixth (and fi nal) pre–Second 
World War conference in 1936.10

Both the membership of the Youth Bund Tsukunft  in interwar Poland 
and the movement’s potential constituency were made up primarily of Jew-
ish working youth, who were surveyed under the auspices of the Tsukunft  
in 1925–26. Th e results of the survey were analyzed by distinguished scholar 
Jacob Lestschinsky, by no means fully committed to the program of the Bund. 
Th ey provide a snapshot of the demographic group that the Tsukunft  hoped 
to bring into its ranks and suggest that the Tsukunft  had a tough job ahead.11 
Th e survey—which contained questions dealing with age, literacy, living 
conditions, religious observance, working conditions, and other matters—
was ultimately completed by 3,889 youths (a rather respectable number for a 
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survey of this kind). Precisely because the survey was conducted under the 
auspices of the Tsukunft , the young men and women who submitted survey 
forms were almost certainly not typical of Polish Jewish working youth as a 
whole. Th ere is reason to believe that respondents were disproportionately 
members of either the Youth Bund Tsukunft , the trade union movement, or 
both.12 It should also be noted that, while the survey was conducted in twelve 
large cities and fi ft y-fi ve smaller locations in Poland, the largest number of 
respondents lived in Youth Bund bastions. Th e single largest number of those 
who responded, for example, lived in Lodz; the second largest number lived 
in Warsaw; and the third largest lived in Bialystok. In fact, 38 percent of all 
those who replied were from these three major cities. Th is, too, will help to 
explain why the survey’s results were likely quite troubling from the perspec-
tive of the Tsukunft ’s leadership.

A survey question regarding religious observance provides us with an 
indicator of the yawning gap that existed between the leadership—which 
was secular and anticlericalist—and the youth that it was striving to orga-
nize. More than 50 percent of the boys and young men who responded to the 
survey indicated that they prayed.13 To be sure, many of those also claimed 
that they were not believers and prayed in order to avoid confrontations 
with their parents or with their community. Nevertheless, the survey sug-
gested that the Jewish working youth of interwar Poland was far more tied 
to tradition than were the leaders of the Bund or of the Tsukunft . Given that 
those responding to the survey were likely to have been well aware of the 
Tsukunft ’s ideologically secularist orientation, it is altogether possible that 
any number of respondents who prayed may have declined to report that 
they were doing so. Th us the proportion of Jewish working youth in inter-
war Poland who were to some degree religiously observant may well have 
been even higher than the survey suggests. Similarly, the contention made 
by some of those who reported that they prayed that they did not do so on 
the basis of conviction should also be treated with caution. Certain teenage 
members of the Tsukunft  replying to a survey conducted under the auspices 
of a movement with which they were affi  liated and with which they strongly 
identifi ed may have misrepresented their actual beliefs by providing “politi-
cally correct” answers—that is, by reporting that they were not believers 
when in fact they were.
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Since both the Bund and the Tsukunft  were generally strongest in 
Poland’s largest cities, the Tsukunft ’s leaders may have hoped that a break-
down of respondents by geographic location would show that Jewish working 
youth in the cities were less likely to pray than were their counterparts in 
small towns. In point of fact, the survey found the opposite to be the case. Th e 
proportion of Jewish working youth in the large cities who reported that they 
prayed was marginally larger than that of Jewish working youth who prayed 
and who lived in small cities.14

But to the Youth Bund Tsukunft , the potential problems raised by the 
very high level of nominal religious observance among the youngest Jewish 
workers were only a small part of the challenge facing the group. In 1930, 
Pinkhes Shvarts, a Bundist journalist repeatedly elected to the Tsukunft ’s 
Central Committee, wrote a series of articles for the Yugnt-veker, the major 
organ of the Tsukunft , analyzing the results of the Tsukunft ’s survey, in which 
he explicitly noted that the phenomenon of having very young children in the 
workforce appeared to be growing, and that this did not bode well for the 
Youth Bund Tsukunft . “Th e younger the child is brought into the world of 
work,” Shvarts writes, “the more dejected and morally neglected he becomes. 
It is harder to organize these children than the older ones. Th e street, with all 
of its peculiar means of attraction, ‘organizes’ them.”15

Other elements of the Tsukunft ’s survey were equally sobering, from 
the Bundist point of view. Th e living conditions, the working conditions, 
and the cultural level of the Jewish working youth were all demonstrated 
by the survey to have been grim.16 A few examples: More than 40 percent 
of the Jewish working youth reported that they were living fi ve or more to 
a room. Th e average work day was close to ten hours (leaving little or no 
time for formal education). Moreover, the youths tended to have extremely 
small incomes (and thus little or no money available for purchasing periodi-
cals or books, or for traveling to organizational meetings).17 Th ough there 
is precious little in the way of comparative data available, a study of Pol-
ish working youth conducted during the same era as the Tsukunft ’s survey 
suggests that in certain respects Jewish working youth were worse off  than 
their non-Jewish counterparts. Th e average working day of the non-Jewish 
working youth, for example, was apparently substantially shorter than that 
of the Jewish youth responding to the Tsukunft ’s survey (explicable, I would 
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hypothesize, by the fact that the two groups did not necessarily work in the 
same fi elds).18

One last telling statistic: Seven percent of the Jewish working youth 
reported that they were unable to read or write in any language—and the pro-
portion of Jewish boys or young men who could be described as completely 
illiterate was higher still. Th e demographic results of the survey suggested 
that the Tsukunft  leadership had its work cut out for it.

It was, however, not merely the makeup of the Jewish working youth 
in Poland in the 1920s that suggested that it would be diffi  cult for the Tsu-
kunft  to make much headway. Th e Communist youth movement was bitterly 
opposed to the Tsukunft , was actively engaged in attempting to organize the 
same constituency as was the Youth Bund, and was prepared to use hard-
ball tactics in order to undercut the Tsukunft ’s activities. At various times, 
the Yugnt-veker printed reports on an attempt by Communist youth to break 
up a meeting of the Tsukunft ,19 on Communist attempts to infi ltrate and to 
disrupt local branches of the Tsukunft ,20 and on the physical intimidation of 
an individual who attempted to leave the Communist youth organization in 
order to affi  liate with the Tsukunft .

And yet, despite the fact that much of the Youth Bund Tsukunft ’s potential 
constituency was in bad shape economically, had little formal education, and 
seems to have been rather traditional by certain measures, the history of the Tsu-
kunft  in interwar Poland is marked by both growth and considerable success.

Limited information exists regarding countrywide membership trends 
in the Tsukunft  as a whole. An internally generated, unpublished document 
notes that the Tsukunft  had more than three thousand members in 1924.21 
Th e organization claimed to have fi ve thousand members and two thousand 
supporters at the time of its fourth convention, which took place at the end 
of 1925.22 Two years later, the Polish Ministry of the Interior estimated that 
there were around six thousand members in the Youth Bund Tsukunft .23 Th e 
Tsukunft  asserted in 1930 that it had almost ten thousand members,24 and 
in April 1937 twelve thousand.25 Th e last issue of the Yugnt-veker published 
before the beginning of the Second World War reported that the Tsukunft ’s 
membership had reached 12,300.26

Th ere is no defi nitive statistical data available on the places or move-
ments from which the Tsukunft  drew its members in the 1930s. It is clear, 
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however, that some became members aft er having been members of the 
Bundist children’s movement, Sotsialistisher kinder-farband (SKIF). Oth-
ers came from rival Jewish youth movements or from the illegal Commu-
nist youth movement.27 A Bundist source notes that the very small Shtral 
youth movement (which had been affi  liated with the Independent Social-
ist Party, and which entered the Frayland Lige, a territorialist organiza-
tion, as an autonomous section in 1934) announced early in 1937 that the 
Shtral had decided to liquidate itself, and had encouraged its members to 
enter the Bund.28

1. An issue of Yugnt-veker published on May Day, 1926.  Th e 
cover reads, in part, “Long live socialism.” Yugnt-veker, May 
1, 1926.
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In 1936, fi ve young men and two young women who had all grown up in 
observant households and studied in yeshivas or in Beys Yankef schools (a 
system of girls’ schools run under orthodox auspices), but had later broken 
from the orthodox world, became interested in forming a Bund-affi  liated 
group made up of individuals with backgrounds similar to their own.29 Th e 
Warsaw Committee of the Bund, sympathetic to this initiative, decided that 
this grouping ought to be guided by Bundists who had themselves been 
raised in observant homes, and delegated two local activists, Matvey Bern-
shtayn and Yankef Feldhendler, to take on the task. Th e Arkadi Group, as 
the new entity was known (in honor of Arkadi [Aleksandr] Kremer, one 
of the founders of the Bund), proved, to the great distress of Agudes Yis-
roel, to be somewhat attractive in the Polish capital city.30 In the last years 
before World War II, several clusters of yeshiva students left  the world of 
orthodox Jewry and became members of the group. “Many of them came 
directly from the great Yeshiva Hakhmei Lublin,” stated Levi Mendelson.31 
Th e Arkadi Group, with nearly 250 members in Warsaw, may have sparked 
the creation of similar groups in other cities.32 Emanuel Nowogrodzki, a 
leading Bundist, reports:

It was necessary to teach the “Arkadniks” a trade, to arrange for work and 
apartments, to create special cooperatives and work collectives, since their 
parents had not prepared their children for anything in life except the 
Torah and biblical scholarship. But they brought chasidic exaltation from 
their homes and yeshivas and enriched the movement with new, prophetic/
messianic overtones. In a very tangible way, the “Arkadniks” emphasized 
to Jewish society in Poland the Bund victory over the old Jewish religious 
world. Th ey were the living witnesses and evidence of this victory.33

By 1938, a branch of the Tsukunft , made up of seventy-fi ve young men 
and women and known as the Berkovitsh Circle, had been created within the 
Arkadi Group of Warsaw.34 Th e sixteen-year-old founder of the circle, Tsesh-
ke Morgnshtern, was the youngest daughter of the Lukover Rebbe.35

At the same time, the Tsukunft  also began to attract Jewish youth from 
more acculturated and linguistically assimilated environments than had 
earlier been the case. A report in the Yugnt-veker published in 1938, for 
example, notes that in Borislav, in East Galicia, the individuals who were at 
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that time in the process of creating a Tsukunft  branch in that city “stem in 
their greatest part from an assimilated environment. . . . a portion of them 
do not even know how to speak Yiddish.”36 Th is as well as the fact that this 
sector of the Jewish youth appeared, at least to some extent, to be open to 
the work of the Tsukunft , helps to explain why, in the years 1938–39, the 
Tsukunft  began to issue a Polish-language organ, Wolna Młodzież, while 
continuing to publish the Yugnt-veker.37 An article that appeared in Yugnt-
veker in 1939 justifi ed the publication of the Polish-language periodical in 
the following terms:

2. Poster, created by H. Cyna in 1936, reading “Into the 
‘Tsukunft .’” Courtesy of the Archives of the YIVO Institute 
for Jewish Research, New York, RG 1400.
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In recent years the process of broadening our infl uence among new strata of 
Jewish youth made great progress. We also managed to broaden our infl u-
ence among linguistically assimilated Jewish youth. Th is phenomenon rip-
ened the thought of creating a periodic Tsukunft  newspaper in the Polish 
language. . . . From its fi rst moment onwards, Wolna Młodzież earned for 
itself a mass readership. Many more copies appear today than of any other 
Jewish-Polish youth newspaper.38

To be sure, the movement of individuals among the youth organizations 
of interwar Polish Jewry did not occur in one direction only. It is certainly true 
that some young men and women who had been in the Tsukunft  at one point 
or another forsook the Bundist group for other parties or youth movements.39 
Henakh Todres, for instance, who had not only been a member of the Tsukunft  
but who also had a job at the Bundist newspaper Naye folkstsaytung, became 
active in the Frayland Lige.40 However, it seems that more youth moved into the 
Tsukunft  than out of it in the late 1930s. It also appears that the Tsukunft  was 
drawing on broader pools in the late 1930s than it had in earlier decades.

Th e Tsukunft ’s branch in Warsaw, which was, by a considerable mar-
gin, the largest and most important local group, underwent a particularly 
marked pattern of growth in the 1930s. In 1916, during the course of the First 
World War, the Warsaw Tsukunft  had around three hundred members. In 
the period immediately following that war, in 1919, the Tsukunft  claimed to 
have more than thirteen hundred members in the area. Membership in the 
Warsaw Tsukunft  fl uctuated during the 1920s and early 1930s, but it never 
dipped below eight hundred and never grew much beyond fi ft een hundred 
during that period. In the late 1930s, in contrast, the group grew steadily and 
dramatically. It claimed to have 1,625 members in 1936, 1,973 members in 1937, 
2,235 members in March 1939, and 2,400 members by May Day of that year.41 
Th e Tsukunft  of Warsaw was twice as large on the eve of the Second World 
War as it had been in 1933, and it was larger in 1939 than it had ever been at any 
earlier point in its history. Membership trends in the Warsaw Tsukunft  were 
not necessarily typical of those in Tsukunft  locals elsewhere in Poland,42 but 
the success of the Warsaw Tsukunft  was a notable one.

A sense of the signifi cance of the fi gures presented above may be gleaned 
by noting that the Bund itself had 1,899 members in Warsaw in March 1935 
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and 2,875 members in October 1936.43 Th e total membership of the Poland-
wide Bundist youth movement was comparable, at some points in its later 
history, to the countrywide membership of the Bund per se.

It must also be underscored that the Tsukunft  was obliged to constantly 
replenish its ranks as members aged out. Bund members could remain in the 
party indefi nitely, but Tsukunft  members were in the movement for a limited 
period of time and were encouraged to graduate from the Tsukunft  and to 
enter into the Bund aft er they turned eighteen years old (though there were 
apparently many cases in which somewhat older individuals were members 
of the Tsukunft ). From January 1, 1937, through March 1, 1939, 245 members of 
the Warsaw Tsukunft  were transferred from the ledgers of the Bund’s youth 
movement to those of the parent party.44 One source notes, “in the course of 
the twenty year existence of the [Poland-wide Tsukunft ,] thousands who had 
already received their preparation in the Tsukunft  entered the Bund.”45

Another way to reveal the signifi cance of the Tsukunft ’s size may be by 
comparing the party with socialist youth movements active in other coun-
tries. In 1928, the socialist youth movement of Belgium had 14.29 members 
for every 10,000 inhabitants of that country. Th e counterpart movement in 
Germany had 9.43 members per 10,000 Germans, and the French movement 
had 0.76 members per 10,000 inhabitants of France.46 Th ere were 3,113,933 
individuals of the “Mosaic faith” in Poland in December 1931, according to 
the census conducted at that time by the Polish government.47 To say that 
the Tsukunft  had something like 10,000 members in 1930 is to suggest that it 
had more than 31 members per 10,000 Polish Jews.48 Its proportional strength 
compared very favorably with all but the strongest of the world’s socialist 
youth movements.

Hashomer Hatsair, which had a left ist Zionist orientation, was the larg-
est Jewish youth movement in interwar Poland.49 However, Hashomer, which 
seems to have had a much larger percentage of middle class and bourgeois 
youth in its ranks than did the Tsukunft , was not thought of by the Tsukunft  
as a direct competitor precisely because it drew on such a diff erent sector of 
the Jewish population.50 Th e fact that Hashomer was signifi cantly larger in 
size than was the Tsukunft  even in the late 1930s was apparently not a mat-
ter of great importance to the Bundist youth. Far more important, from the 
perspective of the Tsukunft , was the size of the Bundist youth movement 
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vis-à-vis other Jewish socialist movements that were made up of working-
class youth. Th e Tsukunft ’s total membership in the late 1930s was impressive 
when compared to those movements. Yugnt, the youth movement of the Left  
Poalei Zion—and an obvious group with which to compare the Tsukunft —
seems to have had precisely 5,492 members in Poland in 1919 and roughly 
8,000 members in 1938.51 Frayhayt, the youth movement associated with the 
political party formed by the merger of the Right Poalei Zion and the Zionist 
Socialist Party Zeire Zion, is said to have had some 3,000 members in 1926 
and about 7,000 members in 1938.52

Given the fact that the Jewish working youth of Poland was at best a dif-
fi cult constituency to organize, one must ask the following: How and why 
did the Tsukunft  succeed? One answer may be connected to the organiza-
tion’s wide range of activities and services. Th e Tsukunft  organized youth 
sections of trade unions in those fi elds in which large numbers of Jewish 
working youth were employed. It also organized demonstrations, meetings 
to discuss political events, study groups, hikes, choruses, libraries, dramatic 
circles, summer camps, winter camps, and athletic activities.53 Tsukunft istn 
(members of the Tsukunft ) were actively involved in attempts to elect Bundist 
candidates to various offi  ces, participating, for example, in the dissemina-
tion of election materials and in house-to-house campaigning. In Warsaw, 
the Tsukunft  maintained an emergency fund, beginning in late 1934, which 
provided grants to unemployed and sick members of the movement.54

From 1929 to 1939 the Bundist youth movement also fostered an armed, 
trained, paramilitary group, the Tsukunft -shturem (Tsukunft  Storm), which 
consisted of some two- to three-hundred members in Warsaw. (Th e group 
also existed, on a smaller scale, elsewhere in Poland.) Tsukunft  Storm, which 
was responsible for maintaining order at Tsukunft  events, was chaired by 
Lucjan Blit, the onetime general secretary of the Tsukunft  itself. Made up 
of a handpicked group of Tsukunft istn, it served primarily as a self-defense 
force. However, it also interceded on behalf of (non-Bundist) Jewish victims 
or potential victims of physical anti-Semitism—at various Polish universi-
ties in Warsaw, for example—and ultimately came to play a practical role in 
preventing actual incidents of physical violence as well as a symbolic or psy-
chological function: “Th e uniforms, the marches, the visibility and the open-
ness, were an expression of pride, security, and assertiveness—and it was here 
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that the Tsukunft -shturem played an important role, not only for itself and 
the political movement it represented, but also for many other Jews. It pro-
vided a badly needed psychological lift .”55

One of the Tsukunft ’s other particularly notable activities was the estab-
lishment of evening schools for Jewish working youth. Since a 1924 Polish law 
mandated that young people could not be employed if they were unable to pro-
vide documentation demonstrating that they had either attended school or were 
enrolled in a school, these evening schools increased the likelihood that Jewish 
working youth would be allowed to work without fear of the authorities.

But the Tsukunft  was by no means the only organization to establish such 
schools (or the only Jewish youth movement to participate in political activi-
ties or to organize social events). Indeed, Moshe Kligsberg, a leading fi gure 
in the Tsukunft  in the 1930s, has pointed to a wide variety of ways in which 
the various Jewish youth movements in interwar Poland were all remarkably 
similar. “Ideologically the youth organizations did indeed engage in a bitter 
struggle among themselves. . . . But as to the matter of their style of life: they 
were as similar to one another as drops of water, and together they presented a 
unifi ed sector which was clearly conspicuous in Jewish life.”56 Th us, the roots 
of the Tsukunft ’s success (including its success vis-à-vis other Jewish youth 
movements) would appear to lie not in the activities or services it off ered, or 
in its way of life, but rather in other factors.

Gertrud Pickhan has argued compellingly that the development of socio-
economic conditions in interwar Poland increased the social basis for the 
Bund and, thereby, the political chances open to it.57 Th e same explanation 
ultimately helps to clarify the reasons for the success of the Youth Bund Tsu-
kunft . Th e Youth Bund increased in size at the same time as its parent party 
and, to a signifi cant degree, did so for the same reasons. In the 1930s, it was 
able to attract elements of the Jewish population that had earlier stood outside 
its ranks or sphere of infl uence.

Th ere were, however, secondary factors that may have played a special 
role in the case of the Youth Bund. Th e Tsukunft , like its parent movement, 
was revolutionary socialist, Yiddishist, anti-Zionist, and secular. All of these 
aspects were important, but I suspect that it was the Tsukunft ’s commitment 
to socialism and the vision of so-called naye mentshn (new people) connected 
to it that best explains the Tsukunft ’s success.
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Th e socialist Left  in interwar Europe—including the Bund and the orga-
nizations connected to it—was committed not simply to an improvement of 
economic conditions for the working class but also to the creation of people 
of a new and diff erent sort, people qualitatively better than those of the past. 
Th e vision off ered by the socialist Left  of what these people would and should 
be like was one that large numbers of adolescents, including large numbers of 
Polish Jewish adolescents, apparently found highly appealing.

Th e socialist vision of naye mentshn encompassed many qualities and 
attitudes, one of which concerned sexuality. By examining the Youth Bund 
Tsukunft ’s approach to sexuality in the late 1930s, and comparing this to its 
approach earlier in its history, I hope to provide a more nuanced understand-
ing of how and why certain elements of Polish Jewish youth came to fi nd the 
Tsukunft  appealing.

Th e articles on sexual life appearing in the Yugnt-veker in the early 1930s 
were not particularly progressive. A 1932 piece by Dr. A. Goldshmid, for exam-
ple, counseled abstinence “until the time of full development” and suggested 
that such development did not occur until one’s mid-twenties.58 Goldshmid 
advised that excess energy should be channeled into sports, organizational 
work, and hikes, and also cautioned that care should be taken to avoid sexual 
tension within the work of the organization. He suggested, for instance, that 
dancing be discouraged. While Goldshmid stressed that sexuality was natu-
ral and strongly supported maintaining coeducation rather than moving to 
single-sex schools or classes, most of his advice to the Tsukunft istn was very 
traditional: “Early marriages,” Goldshmid wrote in the Yugnt-veker in 1932, 
“are the best state of aff airs by which to solve the sexual problem in our con-
ditions. . . . We maintain that so-called ‘free love,’ which is oft en translated 
as meaning that one lives with one person today and tomorrow with another, 
must in our circumstances always end to the detriment of the woman. Under 
bad conditions and low culture [free love] can even lead to prostitution.”59

But in 1934–35, a number of articles with a diff erent tone appeared in the 
Yugnt-veker. Th ey were written by Sophia Dubnow-Erlich, a very well-known 
fi gure in Bundist circles who turned fi ft y in 1935. She was married to Henryk 
Erlich, one of the most prominent leaders of the Bund, was the daughter of 
world-famous historian Simon Dubnow, and was a respected author in her 
own right.
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In the fi rst of her articles in the Yugnt-veker touching on sexuality, enti-
tled “To a New Way of Life,” Dubnow-Erlich stressed the importance of sex 
education.60 “Th e struggle for the new order,” she noted, “can . . . not be con-
ducted only on the economic-social front” but also on all others. She reported 
on work that had been done in Vienna, alluding to clinics that been organized 
by Wilhelm Reich in 1929 under the auspices of the Socialist Society of Sex-
ual Advice and Sexual Research. Th ese clinics—open to everyone, including 
youth and unmarried clients—had been established in several poor neigh-
borhoods in the Austrian capital. Th ey urged their working-class clients “to 
draw the political lessons which come from recognizing the social roots” of 
sexual and emotional issues.61 Dubnow-Erlich also commented positively on 
the work of a German radical and researcher on sexuality, Dr. Max Hodann, 
who had advocated “a revision of conventional sexual mores”62 and had given 
a series of talks on sexual themes in a school in a Berlin suburb.

During this period, Reich was deeply concerned with abortion, con-
traception, and with questions about adolescent sexuality. He believed that 
women ought to have the right to decide whether to terminate their own 
pregnancies, that adolescents should be taught about contraceptives and 
given access to them, and that advocacy of abstinence was unrealistic.63 Ho-
dann was likewise interested in sex education for youth and penned a “frank 
guide” entitled Bub und Maedel.64

How familiar was Dubnow-Erlich with the ideas of Reich and Hodann? 
Th ere is now no way of telling. Dubnow-Erlich did live in Berlin for a year in 
1925–26, and also during the summer of 193265 (when Reich was also living 
there).66 During these periods, she frequented Russian and Russian Jewish 
émigré circles. Dubnow-Erlich was well educated, intellectually curious, and 
politically engaged—and may well have had occasion to learn of the ideas and 
activities of Reich and Hodann while in the German capital or through con-
tacts she made there. Whether or not she closely followed the work of Central 
European sex reformers, there can be no question that she ultimately echoed, 
knowingly or unknowingly, certain stances that they had taken. 

In addition, and however familiar she may have been with the ideas of a 
Reich or a Hodann, Dubnow-Erlich was fully and completely aware of the ideas 
of those Polish intellectuals, who, in the period following her fi rst extended 
trip to Berlin and her return to Warsaw from Germany, attempted to open 
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Polish society to progressive approaches to sexuality and sex education. Writ-
ing in her autobiography about this period of time, Dubnow-Erlich notes:

I had before me the task of renewing my conversation with readers about 
what was new in literature and daily life. I realized that the newspaper 
I worked for was, for a very large number of readers, the only source of 
information on what was happening in the world: this created an obliga-
tion. Life suggested topics: one of these was the process of breakdown and 
restructuring of ways of life, family relations, and methods of education. In 
the milieu of the Polish progressive, though politically amorphous intel-
ligentsia, a movement arose that had the aim of shaking up the stagnant, 
conservative way of life that had arisen over the course of centuries under 
the aegis of the Catholic clergy. Many talented writers, under the leadership 
of the apostle of secular Western literature Boy-Zalenski, tirelessly put on 
the agenda such demands as the liberalization of divorce, legalized abor-
tion, and eliminating compulsory regulation of the relations between the 
sexes. To this the “Conscious Motherhood” society added the elimination 
of a system that made women into childbearing machines. Th e problems 
that troubled the minds of progressive writers . . . took on special signifi -
cance for the young. . . . Th e changes taking place before our eyes urgently 
needed analysis, and I constantly returned to this topic.67

Dubnow-Erlich wrote on these themes for the Naye folkstsaytung, for 
Nowe Pismo (a Bundist organ published in Polish), and for the major periodi-
cal of the Tsukunft . Writing in Yugnt-veker in 1934, for example, and knowing 
full well that the bulk of her readers would be adolescents, Dubnow-Erlich 
explicitly noted that it was desirable that information be provided on the sex-
ual act, on pregnancy, on birth, on menstruation, and on related issues.

In a piece entitled “Th e New Sexual Ethic,” Dubnow-Erlich also declared 
that asceticism and suppression of the sexual instinct “rapes human nature,” 
and pointed out that it was precisely when human passions do not fi nd an 
outlet—that is, in churches or prisons—that they are most likely to fl are 
up.68 Citing Freud, Dubnow-Erlich advocated sublimation and argued that 
the movement ought to create the greatest possible number of opportunities 
for such, but she also underscored that the idea that a mature young person 
would fi nd such sublimation suffi  cient was nonsensical.
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Tsukunft istn, she clearly believed, could and should not be wholly 
stopped from expressing themselves sexually, but should be taught about 
sexuality and about healthy and unhealthy ways of relating to others. From 
Dubnow-Erlich’s perspective, a healthy sexual relationship was one that was 
freely entered into by equal, physically mature, and sexually aware people. It 
was one which involved neither physical nor moral nor psychological force, 
and which was not based on economic dependency or lack of knowledge. 
Socialists, she suggested, should certainly caution youth against entering 
exploitative relationships—that is, from hiring prostitutes—but Dubnow-
Erlich clearly implied that socialists should by no means work to prevent all 
expression of youthful sexuality.

Her pieces on sexuality for the Yugnt-veker touched on a range of spe-
cifi c themes. In one such piece, she indicates, in a manner reminiscent of 
Emma Goldman, that many marriages were entered into purely because they 
provided a lifeline to women who otherwise had no means of support. “Th e 
chasm,” she wrote, “between a prostitute and this or another wife is by no 
means as enormously large as one might think. Th e chief diff erence lies in 
the fact that the prostitute sells herself because of need to many men. On the 
other hand many ‘respectable’ women sell themselves to one man in order to 
have a secure and quiet existence.”69

To be sure, it would only be in a new and diff erent order, under social-
ism, Dubnow-Erlich believed, that sexual relationships could be fully trans-
formed—but, there were political, educational, and consciousness-raising 
steps that should be taken even under existing conditions. If, she argued, 
women received pay equal to that of men, they would be less likely to enter 
marriages solely to fi nd a means of support. If young men and women received 
sex education, they would lead healthier and more satisfying lives.

Moreover, life in the Soviet Union provided hints, she asserted, both as 
to what a better world might look like and as to the mistakes socialists ought 
to avoid. On the one hand, she noted, the Soviet Union was the country in 
which the standard of equal rights for women had been most consistently 
implemented. “Women there have entrée to all fi elds of work and to all func-
tions,” Dubnow-Erlich writes. “Marriages have a secular character, and, if 
even one of the parties to the marriage so demands, can be annulled at any 
time. Women who want to end their pregnancies benefi t from medical help. 
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Th e working mother benefi ts from a considerable help provided by the state in 
educating her child (places where they can breastfeed, day care centers, etc.). 
All of this is very important.”70 On the other hand, Dubnow-Erlich noted in 
another piece (also published in the Yugnt-veker) that there had been an over-
simplifi cation of sexual relations in the USSR, and mere physical intimacy too 
oft en had been allowed to replace deeper relationships.71

Dubnow-Erlich provided a view of sexual ethics that diff ered to a sig-
nifi cant degree from the attitudes current in traditional Jewish society, from 
those accepted in contemporary Polish life, and, to a somewhat lesser degree, 
from those prevalent at that time in the USSR. Her view also diff ered notably 
from earlier views expressed in the Yugnt-veker, but nevertheless it was a view 
that was fully consistent with and a refl ection of the larger socialist goal of 
creating naye mentshn.

To what extent did Jewish working youth in Poland pay attention to arti-
cles on sexuality in the Yugnt-veker? Dubnow-Erlich reports that her “articles 
on the problems of daily life found a response most of all among young read-
ers,” and that in the wake of the publication of certain of these articles she 
was invited to participate in a discussion held under the auspices of a Bundist 
youth organization.72 Th is discussion, and her publications, apparently led to 
additional encounters: “My contact with the young people soon took the form 
of tête-à-tête talks: there were more and more frequent visits from girls need-
ing advice or practical help.”73 In addition, Dubnow-Erlich explicitly reports 
that one of her pieces—a piece published in March 1935 that dealt with the 
extent to which the movement should involve itself in the personal lives of 
its members, and the extent to which there should be a limit on such involve-
ment—“elicited a number of responses.”74 Th e Tsukunft istn, in other words, 
seem to have paid very close attention indeed to Dubnow-Erlich’s pieces and 
to have sought her out for further suggestions and discussions.

Th ere is documentary evidence that local branches of the Tsukunft  dis-
cussed issues related to sexuality. A memoir written by a woman who, in her 
youth, had been active in Warsaw in a Tsukunft  study group led by Leon 
Oler (vice chairman of the Poland-wide Tsukunft  movement at the begin-
ning of the Second World War) notes that her group, in which Dubnow-
Erlich’s older son, Alexander, was also active, frequently discussed current 
events and adds that
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Oler . . . suggested that we discuss the question of sexuality. In the begin-
ning, this ticklish subject evoked within us certain reservations. But when 
he himself brought in the tone of earnestness and sensibility and a whole 
series of concrete examples, we were no longer embarrassed. Th e majority 
of girls, who felt an inferiority complex because of the biological role of the 
woman and the possible impediments in their future activities, only now 
understood the importance of their role. Th e young men, on the other hand, 
received a lecture about decent, comradely attitudes, respect for emotions, 
and responsibility for their own behavior. Now their tongues came untied. 
Th ey brought out thoughts that troubled them about relationships between 
men and women, as well as about various behaviors. We talked about our 
family life. It seemed to us that we were beginning to understand the con-
cept of living together harmoniously. We arrived at the conviction that even 
in this aspect Oler was capable of being our trusted counselor.75

Another one-time member of this same Tsukunft  group (who eventually 
became Dubnow-Erlich’s daughter-in-law), when interviewed half a century 
aft er she had participated in the Bundist youth movement, responded to an 
open-ended question inquiring as to what members had done in her Tsu-
kunft  circle by noting, “We learned about Marxism. . . . We learned about 
sexual relations between man and woman.”76 Even when prompted by her 
interviewer, this respondent remembered these things above all others.

What of those members of the Tsukunft  who did not have direct access 
to Dubnow-Erlich? Did they share her perspective? Th e youth autobiogra-
phy contests conducted under the auspices of the YIVO provide rich mate-
rial on the concerns, ideas, hopes, and dreams of Jewish youth in Poland in 
the 1930s—including those of certain young men and women who were in 
the Youth Bund Tsukunft .77 An unpublished autobiography submitted to the 
YIVO by a seventeen-year-old male, who used the pseudonym S. Frejlich and 
who was active in the Tsukunft , for example, contains a passage referring to 
events in Warsaw in 1938 that reads: “Within our bunch there began to be a 
discussion about free love. All the girls . . . were against it. A portion of the 
boys were also opponents of free love. I was (and am) a strong supporter. . . . 
I have had strong discussions with the girls about this. . . . I do not think of 
getting married. I will never do this. I will live together with a girl in free love, 
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without the petty-bourgeois religious ceremonies.”78 Th is was a declaration 
of principle on Frejlich’s part, not a description of an actual choice. He never 
did fi nd a female comrade with whom to put his plan into eff ect—or at least 
did not do so before submitting his autobiography to the YIVO in the sum-
mer of 1939. Moreover, Frejlich’s text explicitly states that the Tsukunft istn in 
his circle were divided in their approach to the question at hand. It is by no 
means the case that all Tsukunft istn held views similar to or derived from 
those of Dubnow-Erlich.

Th e overwhelming bulk of the Tsukunft ’s attention was devoted to 
explicitly political issues and activities. Th e Tsukunft istn in the mid- and late 
1930s devoted much of their time and energy to discussing current events, 
to exposing what they perceived as the fallacies of Zionism, to combating 
anti-Semitism, to organizing against war, and to working for Bundist slates in 
communal and municipal elections. Th e number of pieces in the Yugnt-veker 
and in other periodicals published by the Tsukunft  that dealt with sexuality 
per se was small, and the organization was not concerned fi rst and foremost 
with the issues raised by Dubnow-Erlich’s articles. But there can be no ques-
tion that the Tsukunft istn were interested in sexuality—and that the Yugnt-
veker was one of the relatively few periodicals from which Jewish working 
youth in Poland could obtain practical advice, honest and open information, 
and guidance about sexual matters of enormous importance to them.

What the Tsukunft  off ered to the poor and poorly educated Jewish 
working youth of interwar Poland was not only a sense of power, not only 
a feeling that they were part of a worldwide socialist movement with many 
adherents among the largest nations of Europe, but also a sense that their 
own deepest needs and wants were natural, and that these desires could and 
would be addressed both by the contemporary Bundist youth movement and 
in the socialist future. To be sure, the dramatic growth in the membership 
of the Warsaw Tsukunft  in the late 1930s cannot be attributed exclusively to 
a changed attitude on the part of the Youth Bund toward sexuality. Th ere 
was also growth in the membership of the SKIF and of certain other Bund-
affi  liated movements during these same years—and no evidence that the in-
crease had anything at all to do with sex. Th ere were certainly deeper socio-
economic factors at work. Moreover, the Tsukunft  was not necessarily the only 
game in town. It is quite likely that certain other Jewish youth movements—
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for example, those affi  liated with the labor Zionist movements—may also 
have broached the topic of sex education. And yet it is, I suspect, not merely 
coincidental that membership in the Warsaw Tsukunft  was more or less sta-
bile in much of the period during which the Yugnt-veker preached sexual 
abstinence, and that this membership multiplied in size aft er the Tsukunft ’s 
periodical began to proclaim the need for a new sexual ethic.

In the late 1930s, the members of Youth Bund Tsukunft , while not neces-
sarily advocates of free love, were all eager to obtain accurate information 
about sex and responded positively to a movement that affi  rmed that their 
needs were natural and fully consistent with a progressive political ideology. 
Th e doubling in size of the membership of the Warsaw Tsukunft  in the late 
1930s had many causes. Th e feeling among Polish Jewish youth that the Bund 
was powerful and was able to respond to anti-Semitism in ways that other 
movements could not, was surely among them. But the adoption of a new atti-
tude on the part of the Youth Bund’s most signifi cant periodical toward sex 
education and sexuality, an attitude that was part of the movement’s larger 
goal of creating naye mentshn, may also have been among the hitherto unrec-
ognized sources of the Tsukunft ’s popularity.
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2
SK IF

Th e Bundist Children’s Movement

I n  t h e  f i r s t  f e w  y e a r s  of the twentieth century, children living in the 
Czarist Empire created a new movement, one made up of youngsters attracted 
to the work and ideals of the General Jewish Workers’ Bund.1 A generation 
later, similarly, a Bundist-oriented children’s movement was established in 
interwar Poland. Th ese two movements, however, while comparable in their 
political orientations and in the age group to which they appealed, diff ered 
rather markedly from one another in their modes of development, in their 
social compositions, in their activities and size, and in their relations to the 
Bund itself.

I

Th e Bundist children’s groups of the czarist era were not unifi ed and never 
had a centralized leadership of any kind.2 Because these groups were gen-
erally organized from below, they did not even operate under precisely the 
same name in all locations. Th e groups, however, most commonly referred to 
themselves as the Kleyner bund (Little Bund).

Th e Kleyner bund came into being more or less spontaneously in sev-
eral diff erent cities and towns in the beginning of the twentieth century and 
underwent a period of rapid growth in 1905. Members tended to be between 
the ages of ten and fi ft een. Th e fi rst such group—and the one about which 
there is the most data—reportedly emerged in Homel in 1901.3 Th ere were 
also relatively large groups in Lodz and Piotrków in the years immediately 
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thereaft er, and entities of various sizes in approximately forty other locations, 
including Bialystok, Bobruisk, Częstochowa, Dvinsk, Kovne, Lublin, Minsk, 
Odessa, Pinsk, Warsaw, and Vilna.

Members of groups from adjoining villages sometimes had sporadic 
relationships with one another.4 Th ere are also known to have been cases in 
which members from a large city would visit surrounding towns in order to 
spark activities or disseminate literature. Th e Bundist children’s groups of the 
Russian Empire, however, never issued a periodical, and never held a coun-
trywide conference or congress.5

Th e bulk of those attracted to the Kleyner bund were apprentices—that 
is, children who were already working in shops. A smaller percentage of the 
Kleyner bundistn (members of the Kleyner bund) were kheyder-yinglekh (boys 
who were students in traditional Jewish religious schools). During the period 
in question, there existed somewhat rarer cases of students in middle schools 
or gymnasia forming Bundist-oriented groups, or joining existing groups of 
the Kleyner bund in the cities or towns in which they were studying.

Th e overwhelming majority of participants in the Kleyner bund were 
boys. One authoritative source, writing in 1937, went so far as to indicate that 
there were no girls involved in the movement. Local reports, however, sug-
gest that this was not in fact universally true. Frida Vayner, for example, who 
was raised in Kiever gubernye, is known to have been active in the Kleyner 
bund in her native shtetl.6 Dina Pritkin, who became an activist in the Ukrai-
nian and in the Bielorussian Bund in the years 1912–19, fi rst identifi ed herself 
with the Bundist movement in Homel, where she was involved in the Kleyner 
bund’s activities.7 Nevertheless, it does in fact appear to be the case that most 
participants in the Kleyner bund were male, and that some groups were made 
up exclusively of boys.

Signifi cantly, the Kleyner bundistn oft en had an ambivalent relationship 
with the local branch of the Bund. Older Bundists in Czarist Russia wor-
ried—with good reason—that illegal political activities were too dangerous 
for children, and, at least initially, tended to discourage children from engag-
ing in them. Th e Bund, aft er all, depended on the discipline of its members 
and relied on conspiratorial methods. Socialists who had been arrested by 
agents of the czar had, in specifi c instances, been sentenced to extensive terms 
in prison or to internal exile. Th us, in those areas in which children organized 
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themselves despite the wishes of adult Bundists, the Bundists oft en attempted 
to dampen the fervor of the Kleyner bundistn by ignoring them. Kleyner 
bundistn were regularly prohibited from taking part in Bundist meetings and 
demonstrations, or simply laughed off .

Th ese responses, naturally, annoyed and angered the children against 
whom they were directed. But signifi cant numbers of children were neverthe-
less very attracted to the Bund, precisely because it was illegal and conspirato-
rial. Th ey generally had a romanticized view of the activities and signifi cance 
of the adult organization, particularly during the period of revolutionary opti-
mism following Bloody Sunday in January 1905, when unarmed protesters 
were shot by the czar’s imperial guard.8 In those locales in which the children 
of the Kleyner bund were prevented from participating in Bundist events, 
they tended to create their own events echoing or mimicking the activities 
of their adult counterparts. A report on Bobruisk that was published in July 
1905 in Di letste pasirungen, a Bundist organ, reads in part: “As in other cit-
ies, the Kleyner bund, as it calls itself, has formed among us. Boys from 12 to 
14 join it. Th ey organize meetings, at which their own speakers speak. Th ey 
issue hand written leafl ets and similar items. . . . Th ey organized a demon-
stration during Passover [khalemoyed peysakh] at which a red fl ag was also 
not lacking. Th ey shot revolvers and marched through Shosay-gas [Highway 
Street] with revolutionary proclamations.”9 Th e Bund Archives in New York 
contains the last known copies of a Kleyner bund fl yer—written in a child-
ish hand, orthographically incorrect, and hectographed. According to A. 
Litvak, Kleyner bundistn organized strikes of apprentices demanding better 
food and more humane treatment, strikes among Jewish students in Russian 
schools, and even strikes in kheydorim (Jewish religious schools) demanding 
that the length of the school day be cut.10 In several cities, members of the 
Kleyner bund would gather daily in order to receive news and to make plans, 
mirroring the operations of adult Bundistn.

Attempts by parents or older Bundistn to prevent children from involv-
ing themselves in political activities repeatedly failed. In Piotrków the fathers 
of children active in the Kleyner bund agreed that on one specifi c shabes 
(Sabbath) during which their children had reportedly planned a demonstra-
tion, the fathers would wait until their families had eaten their Sabbath meal 
and then remove their children’s shoes, clearly hoping thereby to keep their 
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children close to home and out of trouble. Th e Kleyner bundistn of Piotrków, 
however, were not so easily dissuaded; they held their demonstration anyway, 
their lack of shoes notwithstanding, and the barefoot demonstration became 
a local symbol of the children’s determination.

Th e Kleyner bundistn, not particularly well schooled in the fi ner parts of 
Marxist theory, relied heavily on direct action (though they did not use that 
phrase to describe their tactic). Bosses who mistreated workers or who refused 
to grant the demands of strikers would have their windows broken. A partic-
ular kind of sabotage was used, with problematic bosses involved in the pro-
duction of food or baked goods. Members of the Kleyner bund would sneak 
into the shops of such bosses and mix noxious substances into their supplies. 
In Homel, the young toughs of the Kleyner bund used a distinctive weapon—
a stick with an iron cap on a spring—against those perceived as enemies, and 
clearly relished beating their opponents. Th e Kleyner bundistn of Vilna went 
so far as to construct street barricades in October 1905. But, though some of 
the activities of the Kleyner bundistn are best described as playacting, all was 
not fun and games. Th ere were a number of children killed in the demon-
strations of 1905, including members of the Kleyner bund—that is, Avremele 
Himelshtayn of Minsk11 and Yankl Moyshe Agranov of Homel.12

In some areas, including Lublin, older Bundists organized the children13 
or provided them with leaders aft er they had organized themselves. Khane 
Sore Gants, one of the pioneer members of the Bund in Lodz, served as a 
leader of the Kleyner bund in that city until she was killed by a Cossack 
while participating in a protest demonstration.14 Th e Bund of Dvinsk took 
the children of the Kleyner bund in that city under its wing as the politi-
cal situation grew more tense. Th e Kleyner bund in Dvinsk, according to 
Beynish Michalewicz, a prominent Bundist who had direct contact with 
Bundist-oriented children,

was organized by a 13 year old baker’s apprentice . . . in addition to work-
ers and employees there were quite a few students in the Kleyner bund of 
Dvinsk. When the campaign to boycott Bulygin’s Duma began, gymnasia 
students used to come to the semi-secret meetings and, speaking in Rus-
sian, used to ask for the fl oor in the name of the Kleyner bund. Since we did 
not recognize the Kleyner bund, we did not give them the fl oor. In October 
and November [of 1905], in the time of the two large Russia-wide strikes, we 
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needed to close the schools. Our organization handed the task over to the 
students of the Kleyner bund, and they carried it out. From that time on, the 
[Bundist] organization was in constant contact with them, and the Kleyner 
bund became the students’ organization of the Bund in Dvinsk.15

In other areas as well—that is, in Homel—the Bund came over time to 
see that the Kleyner bundistn could be helpful to the party per se for specifi c 
tasks, such as distributing proclamations, and that it was also safer for the 
children to be under adult supervision than it was to leave them to their own 
devices. In Homel, the Kleyner bund was eventually provided with leaders 
drawn from the ranks of the Bundist intelligentsia, who organized the chil-
dren into study groups devoted to the natural sciences, history, and political 
economy, among other subjects.

Th e Bund—though the strongest and largest of the Jewish socialist par-
ties in the era of the Revolution of 1905—was by no means the only such party 
on the Jewish street during that era. Other Jewish parties competing with 
the Bund—notably the Zionist Socialist Workers’ Party, most oft en known 
as the SS (the initials of its name in Russian)—also attracted children. By the 
end of 1905, the Kleyner SS (Little SS) was up and running in Warsaw, and it 
cosponsored a demonstration with the Kleyner bund of that city.16 In Warsaw 
and elsewhere, there were, of course, also Jewish children sympathetic neither 
to the Bund nor to the SS but rather to mainstream Zionist or other groups. 
But not every Jewish party, or even every Jewish socialist party, attracted or 
attempted to organize children. Th ere were groups for children with a Gen-
eral Zionist orientation. Th ere were also children attracted to Labor Zionism. 
But there was, so far as I have been able to determine, no such thing as an 
organized children’s movement of the Jewish Socialist Workers’ Party.

Th e Warsaw demonstration cited above notwithstanding, relations 
between the Kleyner bund and children affi  liated with other movements were 
apparently oft en very poor. Yankel Levin’s memoir, Fun yene yorn, the single 
most detailed account of the workings of a local Bundist children’s group in 
the years of the Czarist Empire, provides unusually interesting information 
as to the attitudes and activities of the Kleyner bundistn in Homel—Levin’s 
native city. In Homel, Levin writes, “we used to get back at the rich children, 
many of whom were Zionists. On holidays, when they used to decorate their 
homes with Stars of David, we used to rip the decorations down. We used 
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to disrupt their meetings. . . . We had the same hatred for the proletarian 
groups, like SS and the Labor Zionists. Th ey consisted chiefl y of well-to-do 
boys and girls.”17 Litvak notes that local groups of the Kleyner bund and of the 
Kleyner SS met not only for discussions but also for fi ghts.18 In fact, encoun-
ters between rival groups at points resembled the rumbles between street 
gangs depicted in the American fi lm West Side Story and were characterized 
by a similar bravado. A fi ght between members of the Kleyner bund and of 
the Kleyner SS in Pinsk in which the children beat each other with sticks 
and other weapons was broken up by representatives of the adult parties who 
happened to be nearby, and led Moyshe Katz of the SS to formulate a plan to 
create study circles for children. Th ese circles would have included members 
of both of the preexisting children’s groups and would have transcended the 
distinctions between them. Th e plan, however, was never implemented.19

Th ere is no way to accurately measure or even to estimate the total num-
ber of children who participated in the Kleyner bund as a whole. Th e Kleyner 
bund in Homel was founded by about fi ft een children. One source indicates, 
however, that in the beginning of 1905, there were thirteen circles made up 
of Kleyner bundistn in Homel, and that the total number of members in that 
city at that time was 250.20 At its height, later that same year, by which point 
the Homel group was devoting itself primarily to self-education, the Kleyner 
bund of Homel claimed three hundred adherents.21 In the heyday of Minsk’s 
Kleyner bund, similarly, it boasted two hundred members.22 But Homel and 
Minsk were all but certainly among the movement’s strongholds. Th e Kleyner 
Bund in Volkovishki, which was organized in the summer of 1905, claimed 
to have forty to fi ft y members.23 Mariampol and Polotsk, each of which had 
groups of twenty-odd boys, are certainly more typical.24 Th us, the numbers of 
children affi  liated with the Kleyner bund may best be described as modest.

But there may well have been more children in the Kleyner bund than 
there were Polish or Russian children active in non-Jewish socialist children’s 
organizations in the Russian Empire during that era. Th e appearance of chil-
dren’s groups in Eastern Europe specifi cally identifi ed with left -wing political 
parties appears to have been primarily (though not exclusively) a Jewish phe-
nomenon even during the era of the Revolution of 1905. Th ere were anarchist 
children’s groups in the Bialystok-Grodno region, scattered groups of Pol-
ish socialist students, and students known to have been sympathetic to the 
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SDKPiL. But there does not appear to have been during that era a Little Pol-
ish Socialist Party (PPS) movement among the Poles, or a Little Menshevik 
movement among Russian children, or at least no contact between any such 
movements and the Kleyner bund.

Th e absence of such non-Jewish contacts is indicative of the weak roots 
of the revolutionary groups at that time. Th ese weak roots eventually under-
mined the viability of all socialist children’s movements in the Czarist Empire. 
Th e crushing of the strikes of December 1905 and fear of pogroms, hunger, 
and fatigue all eventually contributed to a dissipation of the optimistic mood 
that had taken hold among the rank and fi le of the Jewish socialist move-
ments in the year immediately preceding that event. During and aft er 1907, a 
marked decline in the size of the Bund (and of the other socialist movements 
that had been active in the empire) became evident.25

However sharp the decline of the Bund, the decline of the Kleyner bund 
was even sharper. “One distinctive dynamic of the process of demobiliza-
tion,” Tobias and Woodhouse have underscored in a study of adult Bundists 
in the post–Revolution of 1905 years, “is a tendency for the revolutionary 
organization, in the face of defeat, to fall back on or revert to types of activity 
and organizational resources which had existed earlier; and for individual 
members to choose their course of action by reference to the experience and 
resources they had acquired prior to entering the movement, or aft er enter-
ing it but prior to its defeat.”26 But the children of the Kleyner bund were too 
young to have had such experience or resources.

Th e Bund itself survived the years of reaction by such means as reducing 
its staff , devoting energy to unionization eff orts, and by fostering economic, 
educational, and cultural work more than it had during the revolutionary 
period. Th e Kleyner bund, however, was insuffi  ciently organized to be able 
to make use of such tactics. Demoralization, the lack of a central leadership 
and of an organ of its own, the diffi  culties of operating without material 
resources, the precipitous decline of the adult Bund, and the increasingly 
reactionary atmosphere in the country as a whole all contributed to the 
Kleyner bund’s demise.

In Homel, the Kleyner bund dropped in size during the course of 1906 
from three hundred members to sixty. At the beginning of 1907, those still 
active in Homel’s Kleyner bund were absorbed into the Bund itself. Certain 
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former Kleyner bundistn became members of the Committee of the Bund 
organization in Homel. Others became leaders in local trade unions. Th e 
children’s organization, however, ceased to exist. In some towns or cities, the 
Kleyner bund probably lasted marginally later into that same year. It appears 
to have ground to a halt everywhere by 1908.

Th ere are virtually no indications as to what became of most of its one-time 
members. Some of them remained in the Russian Empire and in the socialist 
movement. Yankel Levin, who played a prominent role in the Kleyner bund in 
Homel, worked for the Bund’s Central Committee in various locations begin-
ning in 1913 and wrote for Bundist publications.27 He was elected to the Bund’s 
Central Committee at its Eleventh Conference, held in Minsk in 1919,28 and, 
with other members of the Bundist Left , later joined the Communist Party. 
Levin was involved with projects related to Jewish colonization of the Crimea, 
became secretary of the regional committee of the Communist Party of Biro-
bidjan, and appears to have been executed by the Soviet state in 1941. Moyshe 
Goldshtayn, who was born in Ostropole, Voliner guberneye, and who was in 
the Kleyner bund when he was fourteen years old, later became a Bolshevik, 
adopted the name Volodarski, and was allegedly a popular leader of the work-
ers in Petrograd. On June 20, 1918, however, he was shot and killed by a mem-
ber of the Social Revolutionary Party.29 Other former members of the Kleyner 
bund emigrated. I. Eberil, a leader of the Kleyner bund in Minsk, became 
a vice president of the Workmen’s Circle aft er immigrating to the United 
States.30 Frida Vayner, who immigrated to America in 1911, organized Work-
men’s Circle schools in Galevston, Texas, and was active in Jewish cultural 
organizations in the southern part of the United States for many decades.31 
Certain ex-Kleyner bundistn left  political life—either immediately following 
the collapse of the Kleyner bund or at some point thereaft er. Dina Pritkin, for 
one, was described as someone who still considered herself to be a Bundist in 
1921, though she was no longer involved in “active [political] work.”32 Th e cases 
just mentioned, however, are not necessarily representative. Th e later lives of 
most members of the Kleyner bund simply cannot be traced.

But the Kleyner bund was not forgotten. It sparked several literary works, 
including Baruch Charney Vladeck’s short story, “Tsvey yinglekh,” and Dovid 
Kasel’s Meirke fun “kleynem bund.”33 During the 1920s, moreover, Esther 
Frumkin, a prominent former Bundist who had become a leading fi gure 
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in the Evsektsiia (the Jewish Section of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union), wrote a foreword to a memoir on the Kleyner bund in which she jus-
tifi ed writing on the topic in the Soviet context, noting that the place of the 
Kleyner bund had been taken by the communist youth association, “which 
unites in its ranks . . . Jewish youth . . . and Russian youth.” Furthermore, she 
insisted that the mistakes evidenced in the history of the Kleyner bund had 
been overcome since “the Jewish worker has found his true place in the iron 
ranks of the Communist Party.”34 Th e legacy of the Kleyner bundistn, fi nally, 
was also remembered and interpreted (though not emulated) by the leaders of 
the Bundist children’s movement of interwar Poland.

II

Th ere were no Bundist children’s groups for a full generation following the 
collapse of the Kleyner Bund. In the fall of 1926, however, the Youth Bund 
Tsukunft  sponsored a number of meetings in Warsaw to discuss organized 
work among the children of the Jewish working class.35 Th e fact that these 
meetings took place late in 1926 was not accidental, for 1926 was the year in 
which Marshall Jósef Piłsudksi—who had, as a young man, been sympathetic 
to the Polish socialist movement—seized power in Poland. Th ough the Bund 
rapidly came to disagree quite strongly with Piłsudksi’s antidemocratic poli-
cies, it initially supported his overthrow of the government that had governed 
Poland in the fi rst half of the 1920s, and it benefi ted from the relative decrease 
in power of political anti-Semitism, which characterized the early years of the 
Piłsudksi regime. Piłsudksi’s seizure of power in May 1926, which improved 
the atmosphere for Polish Jewry even if it did not further the socialist cause, 
thus helps to explain why not only the Polish Bund’s children’s movement, 
but also the Bundist movement for physical education and the Bundist wom-
en’s movement all crystallized in that year.

Th e meetings sponsored by the Tsukunft  in 1926 led those who partici-
pated in them to conclude that it would be advisable to establish a new, sepa-
rate, Bundist-oriented children’s organization rather than attempt to conduct 
work for children under the auspices of the Tsukunft  itself. Th e new orga-
nization, known as the Sotsialistisher kinder-farband (SKIF), or the Social-
ist Children’s Union, was created at a meeting held on the premises of the 
Bundist-oriented women’s organization and began to operate in December 
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1926—originally, solely in Warsaw.36 It eventually included children between 
the ages of ten and fi ft een (although the precise ages for entering and leaving 
the organization were not precisely mandated).37

A number of teachers and educators associated with the TSYSHO (the 
Central Jewish School Organization), which was secular and Yiddishist in 
orientation, and which attracted many students from Bundist homes, were 
initially opposed to the creation of a Bundist children’s movement and argued 
that it could have a negative impact on the development and education of those 
children who became involved in it.38 Th ose who opposed forming a Jewish 
socialist children’s movement that would foster Bundist principles feared that 
such a movement would lead children to neglect their school work, that it 
would dampen children’s natural playfulness and mischievousness by expos-
ing them prematurely to serious political and social issues, and that it would 
impose undue psychological burdens upon them.39 Th ey also feared that SKIF 
leaders would undermine the authority of teachers by acting as their competi-
tors.40 But, these initial misgivings notwithstanding, the creation of the SKIF 
clearly touched a chord within the Polish Jewish working class. In the wake of 
a decision by the plenum of the Bund’s Central Committee to encourage the 
establishment of children’s groups, the creation of the SKIF in Warsaw was 
rapidly emulated in cities and towns throughout Poland.41 Th e successes of 
the SKIF soon brought around the most prominent of those who had origi-
nally doubted the wisdom of forming such a movement. Many of the teachers 
who had been among the SKIF’s early opponents later devoted considerable 
time and energy to fostering its work.42

Th e SKIF proved to be particularly attractive to children attending 
schools affi  liated with the TSYSHO. Th ese children were the SKIF’s most 
obvious constituency because a sizeable portion of their parents were com-
mitted Bundists, and because a number of the teachers and administrators 
in these schools were also sympathetic to Bundist principles.43 Emanuel 
Patt, the SKIF’s second secretary, has claimed that in the months immedi-
ately following the formation of the SKIF, a great majority of the children 
in those TSYSHO schools under Bundist control became members of the 
new Bundist children’s organization.44 Available data suggests that Patt over-
stated the case.45 SKIF, however, clearly had a strong presence among TSY-
SHO students.
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But TSYSHO charged tuition, which made this school system inaccessi-
ble to some of the poorest sections of the Jewish community, including many 
families that would have preferred to have their children educated in Yiddish. 
Approximately 80 percent of the Jewish children in Poland who attended pri-
mary schools were enrolled in Polish-language public schools run by the gov-
ernment. Widespread poverty left  many Jewish families “with no other way 
to meet the requirement of compulsory primary school attendance.”46 SKIF, 
therefore, reached beyond the TSYSHO, sought out children attending the 
state schools, and soon attracted signifi cant numbers of them.47

It ought to be noted that some of the children who entered the SKIF were 
students in traditional Jewish religious schools or came from observant fami-
lies. Vladka Meed reports that in the early 1930s, when a boy named Yulek 
Yunghayzer fi rst came to a SKIF club, he was wearing a Chasidic hat and a 
black frock.48

Signifi cantly, neither the children enrolled in state schools nor those in 
religious institutions were considered by the Bund’s leaders to be peripheral. 
Th e Bund central leadership recognized as early as 1927 that it was necessary 
to reach such children because the schools attended by them were “implant-
ing . . . a hostile relationship to the Jewish socialist movement.”49 In fact, some 
pointed out, the children attending TSYSHO schools could actually be said to 
have needed SKIF less than those attending other types of schools.

Of course, many Jewish children in interwar Poland were not enrolled 
in any school, or left  school at a very early age. SKIF also attempted to orga-
nize both children employed in workshops or factories and so-called street 
children, many of whom had never attended school (compulsory education 
laws notwithstanding) and who scratched out a living selling newspapers, 
beygls, or cosmetics on the streets for tiny sums.50 Since most of these street 
vendors could not aff ord licenses to operate, the police regularly hounded 
them.51 Th ough I know of no precise fi gures on the number of Jewish street 
children in interwar Poland, one SKIF activist indicated in 1936 that Poland 
had a total of one million street children at that time, only some of whom, 
presumably, were Jewish.

Th e SKIF leaders found that the children in school, those at work, and 
those who lived in the street did not always mix smoothly. Th e children who 
were already working, for example, complained that the organization paid 



40 | Bundist Counterculture in Interwar Poland

more attention to students than it did to them.52 Moreover, relations between 
the school children and the street children were not friendly; the latter tended 
to be highly competitive as a result of their experiences. In order to survive 
on the street, many had become aggressive and self-centered. But local SKIF 
leaders handled potentially explosive diff erences among the children in a 
sensitive and appropriate manner. In Baranowicze, for example, where the 
SKIF had attracted a signifi cant number of street children, it entered into an 
arrangement with local trade unions under which some of the children were 
permitted to work in factories or workshops. Working with others in such 
contexts ultimately contributed to a diminution of their aggressive behavior 
and helped them to integrate into the SKIF.

Where such arrangements were not possible, suggested one SKIF activ-
ist concerned with these issues, SKIF locals themselves ought to not only 
organize the street children into unions but also encourage them to set stan-
dard prices for their wares rather than undercut each other. Th e SKIF also 
made eff orts to teach street children basic skills—that is, reading, writing, 
and math.

Aft er SKIF groups had already been established in numerous disparate 
locations, the Central Committee of the Bund appointed individuals to coor-
dinate this newly created movement. Yankef Patt was named as chairman, 
and Leyvik Hodes was named the movement’s secretary.53

Born in 1890 in Bialystok, Patt had been attracted to the Poalei Zion at 
the beginning of 1905 and became the leader of the local SS group at the end 
of that year. He later developed a name for himself as a writer on and for chil-
dren. From 1921 to 1928, he served as secretary of the TSYSHO.54 Beginning 
with the fall of 1926, Patt also served as editor of the Kleyne folkstsaytung—a 
section of the Bund’s Warsaw newspaper devoted to children. Indeed, Patt, 
who was not directly involved with the SKIF’s organizational work on a day-
to-day basis, contributed to the development of the SKIF primarily by his 
role in the newspaper, in which he regularly published reports from SKIF 
circles, letters from SKIF activists, and material suitable for use at the orga-
nization’s events.55

Th e task of formulating the principles of the SKIF, and of guiding its 
work in its fi rst years of existence, fell primarily on Hodes. Born in 1892 
in Vitebsker Gubernie, Hodes moved to Vilna in 1908, where he attended 
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a teacher-training institute, and where he eventually became active in the 
Bundist organization.56 In 1923, he moved to Warsaw, where he served for 
several years as director of a TSYSHO school. During his years in Warsaw, 
Hodes was among the most prominent leaders of the Bund’s left -wing frac-
tion, the so-called tsveyer. He became a member of the Central Committee 
of the Bund in Poland in 1925, wrote for the Folkstsaytung (the Bund’s most 
important newspaper), was a coeditor of Unzer tsayt, the Bund’s theoretical 
journal, and, in 1930, became one of the editors of Kegn shtrom, the organ 
of the Bund’s left  wing. Th us the person who had the single greatest impact 
on molding the SKIF was a Bundist leader of the fi rst rank, with widespread 
contacts in the movement and with a strong commitment to the internation-
alist perspective of the left  wing of the Bund. In his capacity as secretary of 
the SKIF, Hodes wrote a number of signifi cant articles on socialist education; 
translated into Yiddish materials on socialist education produced in Central 
Europe; and also translated into Yiddish children’s literature that had origi-
nally appeared in Russian or Polish.

Hodes believed that the SKIF ought to have the same goals as did the 
socialist children’s movements in countries such as Germany and Austria.57 
From his perspective, as indicated in a piece published two years or so aft er 
the establishment of the SKIF, the socialist children’s organizations in West-
ern Europe “had the goal of contributing to the formation in children, from 
earliest youth, of ideals and perceptions in the spirit of the strivings of the 
working class. Th ese organizations,” Hodes wrote, “give themselves the task 
of planting in young souls the spirit of protest against the injustice of the pres-
ent day world order; they cultivate the feelings of collectivism and solidarity, 
plant love and piety towards the heroes and leaders of the workers’ move-
ment and strive to forge among the children as their life ideal the ideals of the 
socialist future.”58

Just as had socialist children’s organizations in Western Europe, Hodes 
argued in 1936, the SKIF ought to make use of specifi c attributes of the scout-
ing movement (founded in England by a former military offi  cer at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century) while rejecting its reactionary elements.59 He 
recognized that religiosity and patriotism were key elements of the scouting 
movement, that such elements tied the scouting movement to the bourgeois 
system, and that such movements had encouraged chauvinistic and militaristic 
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ideologies. A socialist children’s movement such as SKIF, in contrast, Hodes 
argued, while rejecting these elements, could still make use of some of the 
scouting movement’s techniques. Th e SKIF, he proposed, ought to counter 
the spirit of religiosity with the spirit of anticlericalism. Children from more 
traditional homes participating in SKIF activities should be handled with 
care and not belittled, but their views should be countered by stressing inter-
nationalism, and the spirit of SKIF ought to be that of freethinkers. Similarly, 
the patriotism of bourgeois scouting should be countered by stressing inter-
nationality through, for example, working with the children’s movement of 
the Polish Socialist Party when possible. However, Hodes believed that other 
aspects of scouting, such as its stress on hikes and camping, could be fruit-
fully used by socialist educators.60

SKIF actualized its principles by naming local groups aft er socialist lead-
ers, by commemorating signifi cant dates in the history of the workers’ move-
ment, by cooperating with the children’s movement of the PPS when possible, 
and by encouraging internationalism, mutual aid, initiative, and administra-
tion by the children themselves over their own aff airs. It also encouraged its 
members to keep themselves informed about current events. A report on the 
activities of the SKIF in Warsaw between July 1938 and May 1939, for example, 
indicates that SKIF circles in that city had discussed Czechoslovakia, the gen-
eral strike in France, pogroms in Germany, refugees, and China and Japan, 
among many other topics.61 In 1934 SKIF joined the Sozialistische Erziehungs 
International (SEI), a body made up of socialist children’s-oriented organiza-
tions from a number of diff erent nations, including those linked to member 
parties of the LSI. SKIF fostered contacts with the SEI by sending regular 
reports to it and by inviting one of its representatives to the fi rst and only 
nationwide SKIF conference, which was held in 1936.62 Th e debate within the 
Bund itself—in the period leading up to 1930—over whether to affi  liate with 
the LSI had been sustained and strenuous. However, there does not appear to 
have been a comparable debate within SKIF concerning its decision to affi  li-
ate with the SEI, despite the prominent role played in SKIF by tsveyers such as 
Hodes (who opposed a link between the Bund and the LSI). Th e lack of debate 
on this issue within SKIF may well have been due precisely to the fact that this 
debate had already occurred in the SKIF’s parent-body and been lost by the 
left ist political faction with which Hodes was associated.63
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SKIF does not appear to have devoted particular attention to debating or 
criticizing Zionism. To be sure, its leaders took occasional cracks at Zionist 
youth movements. In an issue of the SKIF periodical Khavershaft , published 
in 1937 in conjunction with the fortieth anniversary of the founding of the 
Bund, Kalmen Vapner (secretary of SKIF at the time) described the atmo-
sphere in which the SKIF had been created:

Our camp was small in the fi rst months. We had to overcome many dif-
fi culties. Th e bourgeois, the Zionist, children’s organizations dominated the 
Jewish street. Over the course of years they were driven into the minds of 
Jewish children and among them many worker children. Th e ideals of Zion-
ism, that is of nationalism and reaction, taught them attachment to the capi-
talist world. [Th e Zionist children’s organizations] fi lled on the Jewish street 
the same role—of . . . hating other peoples [felker-has]; of implanting blind 
obedience—as did bourgeois scout organizations throughout the world.64

Th is diatribe notwithstanding, SKIF, like the other ancillary organizations 
of the Bund, was far more concerned with stressing its ties to the socialist 

3. Presidium of the fi rst countrywide SKIF conference, Warsaw, October 1936. Naye 
folkstsaytung, November 19, 1937.
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movements of other peoples than with critiquing other Jewish organiza-
tions. Like the Bund itself, SKIF conceived of itself as fi rst and foremost a 
socialist group.

Moreover, there may well have been a second—not necessarily explic-
itly articulated—reason for avoiding potentially acrimonious debates with 
Zionist children’s movements. SKIF, aft er all, was meant for the young, and 
it generally strove to make its activities positive, fun, and age appropriate. It 
made extensive use, for example, of trips, games, music, drama, and athletic 
activities. Th e movement would typically organize hikes in good weather and 
sled-riding or ice-skating parties in the winter.

In addition to working with children in their home cities and towns, the 
SKIF placed great emphasis on the camps that it created, fi rst during summer 
vacations and later during winter vacations. From 1931 onward, the SKIF’s 
summer camps were deliberately primitive and took place in scattered for-
ests throughout Poland. Th e children in these camps slept in tents, cooked in 
fi replaces, built their own tables and benches out of materials at hand, stood 
guard at night on a rotating basis, and were encouraged to administer their 
own aff airs insofar as practical. Th e stark poverty of the SKIF’s constituency 
is underscored by a passing reference that appears in a memoir by Chava 
Rosenfarb, who attended SKIF-sponsored summer camps in the 1930s. Th e 
campers’ diet, she notes (at least, at the camp she describes), “consisted of 
the same food day aft er day—sticky buckwheat and chunks of black bread.”65 
Nevertheless, these camps—eventually known to the children as “socialist 
children’s republics”—were exceptionally popular and made a lasting impact 
on those who participated in them.66 Despite the occasional dogmatism of 
some of its spokesmen, SKIF proved to be very attractive to a segment of the 
youngest generation of Polish Jewry—indeed far more attractive than its most 
obvious competitors.

Th e Pioneer movement—a Communist-oriented children’s movement—
was already operating in Poland at the time that the SKIF was created, and 
had adherents in the secular Yiddishist schools in that era, despite the fact 
that the Communists were forced to operate illegally. In fact, the perceived 
success of the work of the Pioneer movement was one of the factors that led 
the Bund to promote the creation of SKIF.67 Th e earliest SKIF leaders wor-
ried that they would be unable to compete with the Pioneers.68 Internal SKIF 
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documents, however, suggest that these fears were unfounded, and that the 
strength of the Pioneers waned as that of the SKIF waxed. Th ese documents 
note that by the early 1930s, there were apparently no longer strong Pioneer 
circles in existence in TSYSHO schools comparable to those that had existed 
in the 1920s.69

Th ere were approximately 2,200 children organized in 80 local SKIF orga-
nizations in 1930.70 By 1931, the SKIF had grown dramatically, and claimed to 
have approximately 3,470 members in 102 local groups. Th e children’s move-
ment of the PPS was known to have had 1,500 members at that time. Th e chil-
dren’s movements of the Left  Poalei Zion (Yungbor) and of the Right Poalei 
Zion (Fraye skoytn) were also far weaker than the SKIF. Th e Fraye skoytn, for 
one, claimed to have 1,100 members in 1931—a fi gure that the SKIF believed to 
be extremely overinfl ated.71 On the basis of these fi gures, the SKIF proclaimed 
that it had become not only the largest organization in Poland specifi cally 

4. Anna Heller Rozental, a leading member of the Bund, addressing children and 
youth at a SKIF-sponsored summer camp, 1937.  “No Passaran” (Th ey Shall Not Pass), 
a Republican slogan during the Spanish Civil War, was adopted by the Warsaw Ski-
fi stn attending this gathering as the name for their portion of the encampment. From 
the Archives of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, New York, RG 1400.
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oriented toward the children of the Jewish working class but also the largest 
socialist children’s movement in all of Poland.72

However, the SKIF met strong antipathy from many directions through-
out the history of its existence in Poland. Th e government, anti-Semitic sec-
tors of the population, and the Communists posed particular (not necessarily 
equal) threats. Th e SKIF’s reports to the SEI, for example, give an indication 
of the variety of ways in which the Polish government attempted to hinder 
its activities. “Our work strides forward,” reads a report published in a 1934 
organ of the SEI. “As a result, the organs of power of the state are manifesting 
an ever more lively ‘interest’ in our work. Th is found its most blatant expres-
sion in the prohibition of the ‘International Helper’ [a publication of the 
SEI] in Poland, which the Ministry of the Interior and the offi  cial telegraph 
agency have announced.”73 In early 1936, a second report to the SEI indicates, 
the workers’ sports organization in Vilna, under whose auspices the SKIF in 
Vilna had operated, had been forbidden. Th e offi  ce in Vilna was closed. Work 
materials, camping materials, and an archive were confi scated, and the SKIF 
in Vilna was forced to continue its work in private premises rather than in 
a center of its own.74 Skifi stn (members of SKIF) hiking in the Polish coun-
tryside regularly encountered Poles who directed anti-Semitic comments at 
them or bombarded them with stones. A one-time Skifi st, describing a SKIF-
sponsored summer camp he attended in the late 1930s, notes, “Th e guarding 
of the camp was arranged by posting groups of two’s [sic] along the perim-
eter. . . . Th is had to be kept up, especially for the nights. We did have quite 
a number of hooligans interfering with our campers. . . . Anti-Semitic gangs 
and even political parties engaged in Jew-bashing activities.”75

But even in the face of this harassment, the SKIF continued to grow 
steadily. It had roughly fi ve thousand members immediately following the last 
set of elections to the Jewish community councils.76 It undertook an enlist-
ment campaign, doubled in size, and allegedly had more than ten thousand 
members (in 154 groups) on the eve of the Second World War, which is to say 
that it was at the peak of its strength in the summer of 1939.77

Th e SKIF, of course, was only one link in the chain of Bundist cultural 
and social organizations forged in Poland during the years between the world 
wars. It, too, contributed to the attempts by the Bund to attain cultural hege-
mony within Polish Jewry and, like the Tsukunft , also succeeded in instilling 
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a new militant spirit among its adherents.78 By 1939, moreover, some one-time 
members of SKIF were likely among those voting for Bundist candidates—
and many members of SKIF acted as “foot-soldiers” in Bundist electoral cam-
paigns by posting or distributing campaign literature, and by encouraging 
voters to turn out on election day.. . .
As the data provided above suggest, the Kleyner bund, which operated over 
a swath of the Russian Empire, and the Polish SKIF, which operated in an 
overlapping but somewhat diff erent geographic area, diff ered sharply from 
one another. Th e Kleyner bund operated illegally. SKIF did not. Th e Kleyner 
bund was organized primarily from below, and by children. SKIF was orga-
nized from above, and by adults. Th e Kleyner bundistn (initially) had diffi  cult 
relationships with their Bundist counterparts. SKIF, in contrast, was encour-
aged and supported by the Bund. Th e Kleyner bund was composed in large 
part of apprentices. SKIF was apparently composed primarily of schoolchil-
dren. Th e Kleyner bund was interested, fi rst and foremost, in political and 
economic activities. SKIF devoted a great deal of attention to educational, 
cultural, and recreational activities as well as to specifi cally political ones. 
Bundist children’s groups in the Czarist Empire were oft en exclusively male. 
SKIF groups were coeducational. Kleyner bund groups had precious little 
contact with Russian or other organized non-Jewish socialist children. SKIF 
affi  liated with an international socialist children’s movement and is known to 
have sought contact with Polish socialist children. Th e Kleyner bund, fi nally, 
died out within a few years of its formation. SKIF, however, was a large move-
ment, and was still growing when World War II began, thirteen years aft er 
its creation. Th e leaders of the Polish Bund seem to have attempted to learn 
from the mistakes made by their predecessors—and made a series of con-
scious decisions that help to explain why the SKIF was so much larger and 
more successful than the Kleyner bund had been.
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3
Morgnshtern

A Bundist Movement for Physical Education

T h e  fac t  t h at  a  grou p  of Polish Bundists saw fi t to establish the 
Workers’ Society for Physical Education “Morgnshtern” (Arbeter-gezelshaft  
far fi zishe dertsiung “morgnshtern” in poyln) can be explained, at least in 
part, by situating the creation of this organization in the context of the 
history of Jewish movements devoted to sports and physical education in 
Eastern Europe.1 Th ere were several diff erent sports movements in interwar 
Poland affi  liated with specifi c Jewish political parties, all created within a 
short time span. Th e founding of Morgnshtern was one example of a more 
general phenomenon: the emergence of explicitly Jewish sports movements 
on the Jewish street. . . .
Large-scale Jewish sports movements tended to emerge marginally later in 
Congress Poland than in Jewish communities in German-speaking Europe.2 
Th e propensity of orthodox Jewish authorities to frown upon activities per-
ceived as distracting from the study of religious texts, and the restrictions on 
Jewish organizational life imposed by the czarist regime, hindered the emer-
gence of these sports movements on a mass scale in Congress Poland in the 
fi rst years of the twentieth century. Th ere may well have been local Jewish 
sports clubs in specifi c towns or cities.3 Th ere were not, however, unifi ed Jew-
ish sports movements per se operating over a broad geographic area.

Th e German occupation of Congress Poland during the course of the 
First World War created a dramatically freer atmosphere for the Jewish 
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population and allowed Jewish communal and cultural groups far greater 
leeway than they had previously experienced. One result was the creation of 
these explicitly Jewish sports groups—oft en known as Maccabi groups—in 
Warsaw, Vilna, and Plock (echoing the earlier creation of Maccabi groups 
in Central European cities).4 Th e Lodz-based Jewish sports club Bar-Kochba, 
which allegedly affi  liated with the Maccabi world union at a later point in 
time, also dated from this period. In 1921, a network of Maccabi clubs in 
Poland was offi  cially established.

Maccabi was a sizeable and vibrant movement in Poland throughout the 
interwar period. However, it was widely thought of, by the 1920s if not earlier, 
as particularly attractive to middle class and wealthy elements of the Polish 
Jewish community, to those Jews who spoke Polish, and to those sympathetic 
to the mainstream General Zionists. Th is perception helped to spark the cre-
ation of a number of new sports movements and clubs, each of which had 
ties with a specifi c, diff erent Jewish political party. Th e movement founded 
in 1923 and known in Polish as Gwiazda (or in Yiddish as Shtern), for exam-
ple, was affi  liated with the Left  Poalei Zion.5 Hapoel, which was linked to the 
Right Poalei Zion, also operated in Poland in the years between the two world 
wars.6 Th ere were individual sports clubs, though not full-fl edged sports 
movements, sympathetic to both the Revisionist-Zionists7 and the Folkistn.8 
At least one local sports club—Skała (Rock)—consisted primarily of mem-
bers of the Jewish Section of the Communist Party.9 To be sure, the range of 
political opinion among the leaders of the Jewish sports movements was not 
quite as broad as was the range of perspectives within Polish Jewry as a whole. 
Th e orthodox political party Agudes Yisreol, for example, did not create a 
movement of its own. Nevertheless, there were signifi cant diff erences among 
the Jewish sports movements of Poland rooted in the diff ering ideologies of 
their leaders or parent parties. . . .
Bundist-oriented sports organizations were active in specifi c cities, such as 
Cracow, long before the offi  cial creation of Morgnshtern.10 In Warsaw, for 
example, the gymnastics groups that met in the building of the Society for 
the Protection of Health (TOZ) in the early 1920s, while formally nonpoliti-
cal, were allegedly organized and composed all but exclusively of Bundists 
and those likely to be sympathetic to that movement.11 Morgnshtern per se, 
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however, was not offi  cially established until late in 1926, and did not hold 
its fi rst Polandwide conference until April 1929. Th e fi rst Morgnshtern con-
ference—which was held in Warsaw and which was attended by delegates 
representing approximately four thousand individual members12—can legit-
imately be taken to mark the emergence of Morgnshtern as a full-fl edged, 
Poland-wide organization. It was controlled by Bundists and Tsukunft istn 
throughout its life span.13

Unlike most other organizations promoting sports and athletics, Morgn-
shtern emphasized activities that large numbers of individuals could engage 
in simultaneously, rather than either team or individual sports. Th e Morgn-
shtern groups active in Poland in the 1930s sponsored a range of activities, 
notably gymnastics, hiking, cycling, and swimming.14 Th ese activities were 
stressed because of their “mass” character and because they did not require 
a great deal of practice. It was understood from the outset that the workers 
at whom Morgnshtern aimed had relatively little time to devote to athletics 

5. Morgnshtern membership booklet of Eljasz Kulkes, Vilna, 1927. From the Archives 
of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, New York, RG 29, Folder 86.
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and insuffi  cient disposable income to become involved in sports that required 
expensive equipment or training.

Initially, the Morgnshtern groups tended not only to promote specifi c 
activities but also to de-emphasize certain sports that were widely popular 
among European workers, including soccer and boxing. In 1929, Bundist del-
egates to the Congress of the Socialist Workers’ Sports International (SWSI) 
endorsed a proposal to change the rules for soccer in a manner intended to 
check violence and brutality in the game. “Th e proposal,” as Roni Gechtman 
has described it, “(presented together with the representatives of Austria and 
Switzerland) was that in football competitions, the winning team would be 
decided not only on the basis of goals scored but also through a system of 
points rewarding ‘aesthetic and fair play’ and ‘nice combinations.’”15 From 
the perspective of the Morgnshtern’s leadership of those years, soccer was 
overly oriented toward emphasis on individual accomplishment and toward 
the glorifi cation of “champions.”. . .
Th e signifi cance of the positions taken by Morgnshtern in its formative era, 
not only on soccer, but also on other matters, is underscored by comparing 
these positions to the stances taken by Shtern.16 Just as did the political parties 
with which they were associated, Morgnsthern and Shtern had a great deal in 
common.

Th ough the Bund was staunchly anti-Zionist, both it and the Left  Poalei 
Zion were not only Yiddishist but also Marxist and secularist.17 Bundists and 
Left  Labor Zionists cooperated, to some degree, in the context of the TSYSHO 
and at times even entered into electoral agreements with one another. Th us, 
the fact that Morgnshtern and Shtern had similar emblems,18 as well as similar 
names and goals, should come as no great surprise. Th e likenesses between 
these two movements are also suggested by the fact that on more than one 
occasion individuals who had been affi  liated with Morgnshtern dropped out 
and joined Morgnshtern’s rivals, the Left  Labor Zionists.19

One signifi cant similarity between Shtern and Morgnshtern concerns 
their attitudes toward language. Certain of the sports clubs active on the Jewish 
street in interwar Poland were ideologically committed to the use of Hebrew. 
Dr. Pribulski, the long-term head of Bar Kochba, insisted that Hebrew be the 
language of command for these clubs. In an interview conducted in 1924, 

.
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Pribulski explained that his club strove to help create a Jewish sports movement 
that would operate simultaneously in numerous countries, and he suggested 
that only Hebrew was suitable to act as a lingua franca for such a movement.20 
He argued that Hebrew was the symbol of Jewish unity and that, in any event, 
Yiddish was insuffi  ciently standardized to serve as a command language. Both 
Shtern and Morgnshtern, in contrast, had a pro-Yiddish perspective.21

Th ough Pribulski insisted that his club was apolitical and ought to be 
opposed on principle to affi  liation with any political party, his stance on the 
language question as well as numerous other issues was perceived by both 
Morgnshtern and Shtern as an indication that Bar Kochba (and Makabi) 
occupied a specifi c—reactionary—niche on the political and social spec-
trum of Polish Jewish life. A public statement issued by the Lodz branch of 
Morgnshtern in 1931, for example, condemned Bar Kochba and Maccabi in 
no uncertain terms. “Under the mask of physical education,” this statement 
reads, “there are produced in the Maccabis, Bar Kochbas . . . slaves for the 
. . . capitalist order; nationalists are raised there, supporters of militarism, of 
shiny epaulets and ringing little swords. Th e bourgeois sports clubs are the 
nest of hatred against the working class and its ideals of liberation.”22 Just as 
the working class had to create its own organizations in politics and in the 
economic arena, the Bundists reasoned, so too was it necessary to create sepa-
rate socialist sport organizations in order to tear working-class youth away 
from the injurious infl uence of bourgeois sport.

Th e Left  Labor Zionists’ Shtern certainly would have agreed, for it insisted 
that “the worker-sportsman struggles for the liberation of the working class; 
sport is for him not a goal in itself, but a means by which to educate a physi-
cally developed and class conscious member of the international family of 
workers. . . . [T]he chief goal of the worker-sportsman is socialism. An indi-
vidual victory has value only if it brings something useful to humanity. Private 
interests must yield to second place; the collective is the essential thing.”23

Although the Bundist Morgnshtern and the Left  Poalei Zion’s Shtern had 
a number of manifest, objective similarities, they also diff ered signifi cantly 
from one another—at least initially. One way in which these diff erences 
become apparent is by comparing their attitudes toward soccer.

Th ough there were dissenting voices within the Left  Poalei Zion, Shtern 
promoted soccer from the time of its founding.24 In 1928, at which time the 
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Warsaw Shtern claimed to be the single strongest Jewish workers’ sports club 
in Poland, it proudly listed its soccer section fi rst in a public description of 
its activities and accomplishments, announced that seventy of its three hun-
dred members were involved in the sport, and stressed that the team had had 
numerous matches not only in Warsaw but elsewhere.25

Even in its early years, soccer was by no means absent from Morgnshtern’s 
list of activities. Teams such as Kraft , Veker, and Charney played in Warsaw 
under Morgenshtern’s auspices as early as 1929.26 But in the 1920s, soccer sim-
ply did not receive the kind of support from Morgnshtern that it received from 
other sports associations.27 “Sports-business, commerce in football and with 
. . . convictions,” the Yugnt-veker sneered in 1929, “our sportsmen leave for the 
‘experts’ in the fi eld of political and societal commerce—for the ‘Left ’ Poalei 
Zion with its Shtern, mishtayns gezogt [of whom some think so highly].”28

Just as Morgnshtern diff ered, in the fi rst years of its existence, from its 
Left  Labor Zionist rival in its attitude toward soccer, it also diff ered from 
Shtern in its initial position vis-à-vis boxing. Opposition to boxing within the 
ranks of Morgenshtern ran somewhat deeper in the organization’s founding 
years than did opposition to soccer. Th e (non-Jewish) Polish workers’ sports 
organization made a formal decision to allow boxing at the end of the 1920s. 
Th e fi rst Morgenshtern conference, however, never considered the issue. 
Moreover, Bundist representatives to the SWSI spoke forcefully against pro-
motion of boxing at several diff erent congresses.29

Shtern did not oppose boxing even in the 1920s and enthusiastically 
endorsed it at some points in its history. Th e Warsaw local of the Left  Labor 
Zionist sports movement is known to have had twenty-fi ve members in its 
boxing section in the late 1920s and to have competed with boxers from the 
Polish workers’ clubs.30 By 1933, Shepsl Rotholts, a member of the Warsaw 
Shtern, was the best boxer in his weight class in all of Poland.31 Th e support-
ers of boxing within Shtern’s ranks insisted that the sport did not foster bru-
tality, bloodthirstiness, chauvinism, or egoism, as their socialist opponents 
claimed. Labor Zionists making such claims, one supporter of the pugilists 
alleged, erred because of the way that bourgeois sports were conducted. As 
a part of the proletarian movement, Shtern had a Marxist perspective, this 
supporter insisted, and a “socialist proletarian ethic.” One simply did not fi nd 
among Shtern’s boxers imbued with this ethic, he continued, the attitudes 
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feared by the opponents of boxing. “Every comrade in Warsaw knows that 
it is precisely the boxing section which has the best comrades and which is 
most closely tied to our slogans and tasks.” Boxing made the youth stron-
ger, ready for struggle, and prepared him to undertake successfully the task 
he needed to perform: to aid in the victory of the international proletariat 
over the bourgeoisie. Th us, the misgivings of certain Labor Zionists not-
withstanding, if boxing could help to create healthy, enlightened working 
fi ghters, it should be supported.32

But the rather stark diff erence between Morgnshtern’s approach to 
boxing and the approach of Shtern blurred markedly over time. By 1937, 
the Warsaw branch of Morgnshtern—which was by far its largest branch 
in all of Poland—had an offi  cial, active section devoted to boxing, and was 
competing not only with Shtern and with Polish clubs but even with Mac-
cabi (which was generally despised in Morgnshtern circles as a bourgeois, 
chauvinistic, and linguistically Polonized movement). Th e spokespersons 
for the Morgnshtern boxers insisted that the health concerns raised earlier 
by opponents of the sport had proven to be unfounded. Th ey also pointed 
out—in what may have been a political analogy—that boxing was fi rst and 
foremost a defensive sport, but that it teaches an “important truth about life, 
that one can best defend oneself if one attacks.”33 Nevertheless, a Bundist 
source has claimed, the boxing sections in local groups of Morgnshtern 
were treated like “step children” and “did not play a great role in the work” 
of the movement.34

Morgnshtern and Shtern fl ung charges at one another throughout the 
late 1920s and 1930s. Early in January 1929, for example, there were struggles 
between supporters of the bourgeois parties and supporters of the workers’ 
parties within the Football Association of Warsaw. Nasz Przegląd—an “infl u-
ential pro-Zionist Jewish daily”35—apparently criticized the role that had 
been played by the representatives of Shtern in this struggle, and the Bundist 
Folkstsaytung allegedly endorsed Nasz Przegląd’s criticism. A report in the 
Left  Poalei Zion’s organ, Arbeter-tsaytung, shortly thereaft er claimed that 
one delegate to the Football Association, whom it described as an adherent 
of the right-wing National Democratic Party and an anti-Semite, had creden-
tials authorizing him to represent the Morgnshtern affi  liate in Włocławek. 
Th is, according to Arbeter-tsaytung, was why the Folkstsaytung endorsed the 
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critique of Nasz Przegląd—the Bundists needed to support those with whom 
they were (purportedly) newly connected, “the Polish anti-Semitic and Jew-
ish bourgeois sports clubs.”36

In 1930, the Folkstsaytung criticized the soccer team of the Warsaw local 
of Shtern for taking part in a trophy competition sponsored by Nasz Przegląd 
for the title of “best Jewish sports club in Warsaw.” Th e other participants 
were Maccabi, Bar Kochba, and the Jewish Academic Union.37 Th e Bundists 
publicized Shtern’s participation in activities sponsored by the bourgeois and 
the “yellow” press while questioning its left ist credentials.38 Shtern suggested 
in reply that Morgnshtern would also have competed for such a trophy—but 
that it lacked suffi  cient ability to do so. Moreover, “the Folkstsaytung knows 
that Gwiazda [Shtern] has won a great deal of sympathy among labor and 
hundreds of workers for the thought of proletarian sport through its partici-
pation and its victories in the struggle over trophies.”39

When, in 1931, Nasz Przegląd organized a competition for the title of best 
Jewish basketball team in Warsaw, Maccabi, Shtern, the Jewish Academic 
Union, and Morgnshtern competed.40 Arbeyter-tsaytung took pains to point 
this out to its readership.

6. Th e managing committee of the Warsaw Morgnshtern, 1937. From the Archives of 
the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, New York, RG 1400.
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Did Morgnshtern cave in to bourgeois values in making a place for soccer 
and boxing within its organization? Did it do so by competing for trophies 
against bourgeois clubs? Possibly. One alternative explanation is that its lead-
ership responded to the desires of its membership. Just as the national pro-
gram of the Bund in Czarist Russia was allegedly infl uenced by pressure from 
below, so too, it would appear, was the program of Morgnshtern in interwar 
Poland. Th ese changes, however, also made Morgnshtern far more similar to 
Shtern than had earlier been the case.

In certain respects, Morgnshtern continued to be notably diff erent than 
its Left  Labor Zionist equivalent. Unlike Shtern, which had a women’s section 
(at least in its Warsaw local),41 Morgnshtern deliberately chose not to create 
a special commission for women, stressing that it was not necessary because 
women already played a prominent role in the organization. Approximately 
half of the members of the Warsaw branch’s gymnastics section were female, 
and so were half of those in the handball group, among others. Moreover, 
according to a report on its activities in 1938 issued by the Warsaw branch, 
“Women participate actively not only among the ‘sports consumers,’ that is, 
the members, but also among the ‘producers,’ that is, among the instructors 
. . . and activists of the society.”42

Morgnshtern’s choice of affi  liations hints at another continuing diff er-
ence between it and Shtern. Th e Left  Labor Zionist sports movement was 
instrumental in the formation of the Polish Workers’ Sport Federation 
(ZRSS), which was dominated by members of the PPS.43 Th ough Shtern dis-
agreed with the relatively positive relationships that the ZRSS maintained 
with both the bourgeois Polish sports movements and the governmental 
authorities concerned with physical education, and though it also disagreed 
with the decision of the ZRSS to expel certain left -oriented clubs from the 
federation, Shtern continued to be active within the ZRSS even aft er losing 
critical votes on these issues.44 Shtern believed in “unifi ed class organiza-
tions” and thus felt that it ought to remain in the ZRSS for so long as it 
continued to have the right to express its opinion within that organization, 
and for so long as the possibility existed that it could have an impact on that 
organization’s policies.45

Unlike Shtern, Morgnstern, though ideologically committed to the prin-
ciple of uniting the labor movement, was not involved with the ZRSS.46 Th e 



Morgnshtern: A Bundist Movement for Physical Education | 57

Bund had a complex and not consistently smooth relationship with the PPS—
which was, from the Bundist perspective, too reformist in orientation, too 
nationalistic, and insuffi  ciently decisive in combating anti-Semitism.47 In the 
late 1920s, the possibility of having the Morgnshtern and certain other move-
ments promoting physical education and athletics affi  liate with the ZRSS 
was explored. In the course of these exploratory talks, the ZRSS, in the wake 
of discussions reminiscent of debates on the so-called “organization” and 
“national” questions that had rocked the Russian Social Democratic Workers’ 
Party before the First World War, agreed to reorganize itself as a federal orga-
nization, which would, presumably, have contained Polish, Jewish, German, 
and Ukrainian sections.48 However, Shtern declared that it would only form a 
Jewish section with Morgnshtern within the ZRSS under specifi c conditions 
(which it knew the Bundists would not accept)—and negotiations faltered.

At the next congress of the SWSI, held in Prague in 1929, Morgnshtern 
demanded that it be seated as an independent delegation representing Jewish 
workers, and not as part of the Polish delegation (as was Shtern).49 Th ough 
the representatives of the ZRSS vigorously objected, the SWSI ultimately 
acceded to Morgnshtern’s perspective. Th roughout the remaining years of its 

7. Gymnasts of the Warsaw Morgnshtern.  From the Archives of the YIVO Institute 
for Jewish Research, New York, RG 1400.
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existence, Morgnshtern proudly broadcast that it was “the Jewish section of 
the Workers Sports International”50 and, as such, fi elded its own delegation 
to the Second International Workers Olympics, which was held in Vienna in 
July 1931.51

Shtern, in contrast, pointedly declined to take part. Shtern had been rep-
resented by the ZRSS at earlier events of the Workers Sports International, 
such as the Fift h International Socialist Sports Congress.52 However, it refused 
to participate in the Second Workers Olympics, purportedly because it did 
not want to be associated with sports groups indirectly affi  liated with the 
LSI (which the Left  Poalei Zion considered to be opportunistic and conserva-
tive, and which the Bund joined in 1930, aft er sustained debate).53 In this area 
as well, the distinctions between Morgnshtern and Shtern diminished over 
time. In 1937, Shtern sent a sizeable delegation to the Th ird Workers Sports 
Olympics, which were held in Antwerp.54 Morgnshtern intended to partici-
pate, but the Polish government refused to grant its members the visas that 
they would have needed in order to travel to Belgium.

Both Morgnshtern and Shtern were subjected to political repression. 
Between 1929 and 1934, divisions of Morgnshtern in thirty-two diff erent Pol-
ish cities were closed, for varying lengths of time, by order of the govern-
ment.55 In 1933, when Shtern was organizing its fi rst nationwide gathering, 
train discounts usually granted to participants in such events were denied at 
the last moment—an apparent attempt to diminish the size of the gathering, 
seemingly motivated by Shtern’s radical socialist ideology.56 A report from 
Brisk indicates that the quarters of the Shtern in that city were searched and 
sealed in 1937.57

Anti-Semitism also aff ected the Jewish workers’ sports movements. In 
the wake of an incident that took place at a soccer game in 1930, a number 
of Polish papers—Kurier Warszawski, Gazeta Warszawska, and Przegląd 
Sportowy—published attacks on Shtern that the Arbeter-tsaytung described 
as incitements to a pogrom.58 Th ere were, similarly, systematic, anti-Semitic 
attacks on Shtern in Pruszków, in which, Arbeter-tsaytung sadly admitted, 
Polish workers participated.59

. . .
Th ough there is a fair amount of information available on the activities 
of local branches of Morgnshtern, there is relatively little detailed data 
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available on the demographic composition of the bulk of these branches. In 
this sense, the information available on the Morgnshtern branch that oper-
ated in Vilna, which was created in 1927, is exceptional.60 A questionnaire 
completed by the Vilna Morgnshtern some nine years aft er its establishment 
notes that it had 152 active members at that time, of whom 50 were men and 
102 were women, and also had 38 passive members.61 In addition, the branch 
had a group for children with 68 participants. Vilna Morgnshtern’s mem-
bers worked as tailors, metal workers, construction workers, seamstresses, 
and in other working class jobs.62 Th e questionnaire reveals that the club’s 
income was derived from dues, from events, and from fund-raising, and that 
no subsidies were received at that time from the city, from the Jewish com-
munity, from Morgnshtern’s national body or other sources.63 Activities—of 
which gymnastics was far and away the most signifi cant—were conducted 
in Yiddish.64 Vilna Morgnshtern had a reading room, a sports library, and 
engaged in cultural as well as in physical activities. It fostered, for example, 
a mandolin orchestra, a chorus, and a drama circle. By 1933, Morgnshtern 
boasted that it had become the second largest Jewish sports group in Vilna.65 
In the mid-1930s, Vilna Morgnshtern claimed that it was still growing and 
that its competitors had shrunk.66 However, it seems never to have become 
as large as Vilna Maccabi.67

. . .
Was the relative strength of Morgnshtern and Maccabi in Vilna typical of 
their relative strength elsewhere in Poland? I think not.68 Neither member-
ship in Morgnshtern nor membership in the other Jewish sports movements 
of Poland was stable. Large numbers of individuals moved in and out of 
these movements as a result of internal migration, illness, entry into mili-
tary service, and for other reasons.69 In addition to the factors that had an 
impact on membership in Morgnshtern, membership in the Zionist and 
Labor Zionist sports movements may well have been aff ected, to a limited 
degree, by aliya. A small number of one-time activists in these movements 
emigrated from Poland to Palestine before the beginning of the Second 
World War.70

Th e fl ux in its membership notwithstanding, the nationwide Morgn-
shtern movement grew substantially during its fi rst decade. Th e organization 
had 2,500 members in 1927, 4,000 members in 1929, 4,500 in 1933, and 5,000 in 
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1934.71 A Bundist source boasts that it had as many as 8,000 members in 1937, 
and that it was operating in 160 locations at that time.72

However, local branches of Morgnshtern were harassed by Polish author-
ities and forced by the Polish government to shut down, even more regularly 
in the late 1930s than they had been earlier in that decade. As a direct result, 
Morgnshtern’s countrywide membership declined very sharply between 1937 
and the beginning of World War II. Th ere were no Morgnshtern organiza-
tions in Aleksandrów Kuj., Baranowicze, Białystok, Kołomyja, Kowel, Równe 
or Vilna, among other locations, in the spring of 1939.73 Whether or not Mor-
gnshtern had had 8,000 members in 1937, its total membership was back down 
to just over 5,000 in the summer of 1938.74 In May 1939, when it held its third 
countrywide conference, delegates representing only 4,500 members, and 35 
local organizations, were able to attend.75

But Morgnshtern continued to grow in the Polish capital city (where it 
was sometimes subjected to close scrutiny, but seems never to have been forc-
ibly dissolved) in the years immediately preceding the war.76 In its formal 
report on activities for the year ending February 1, 1936, for example, the War-
saw branch of Morgnshtern indicated that it had 956 active members.77 A year 
later, this same branch had increased its membership to 1,500 and claimed that 
it had thereby become the single largest local sports organization—Jewish or 
Polish, socialist or not—in all of Poland.78 By February 1938, the total mem-
bership of Morgnshtern’s Warsaw branch had grown yet again—to 1,855.79 It 
is all but certain that Morgnshtern increased its strength in Warsaw not only 
in absolute terms but also relative to its Jewish rivals. Th e number of activists 
in the Warsaw Shtern, for one, dropped off  from more than 700 in February 
1937 to over 400 in January 1939.80 Th e experience of Morgnshtern in Warsaw 
suggests that it had considerable power to attract new members where it was 
in a position to do so.

Only a very small proportion of Morgnshtern members were also for-
mal members of the Bund per se.81 However, all of Morgnshtern’s members, 
whether members of the Bund or not, were regularly exposed to Bundist ideas 
and encouraged to vote for Bundist candidates. Indeed, from the perspec-
tive of Morgnshtern’s leaders, increasing support for the Bund was surely one 
of their movement’s underlying objectives. It is at least plausible—though 
admittedly not demonstrable—that some individuals who had previously not 
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had ties to the Bund became more likely to vote for it as a result of participa-
tion in Morgnshtern’s activities. Th e increasing membership of Morgnshtern 
as a whole in the years 1926–37, and its continued growth in Warsaw in the 
years immediately thereaft er, suggest the possibility that the electoral suc-
cesses of the Bund in the late 1930s were connected to the somewhat earlier 
rise of Bund-affi  liated organizations (such as Morgnshtern).
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4
The Medem Sanatorium

T h e  M e de m  S a nat or i u m, an institution for children at risk of con-
tracting tuberculosis, was the crown jewel of the Bundist network in the 
interwar years.1 Th e educational principles on which the sanatorium operated 
were similar to those of the TSYSHO, with which it was affi  liated. TSYSHO, 
however, was not founded as a Bundist entity, and originally included within 
its leading circles many educators who were adherents of other parties as well 
as a number of Bund members.2 In its early years, TSYSHO was, in the words 
of Ezra Mendelsohn, “riddled by political confl icts among Bundists, Zionist 
socialists, Folkists, and even Communists. Its leaders endlessly debated such 
questions as whether or not its goal was to produce ‘class-conscious socialists’ 
and whether or not to allow the teaching of Hebrew.”3

Th e Medem Sanatorium, however, while closely identifi ed with the TSY-
SHO, was fi rmly controlled by Bundists throughout its history, and was never 
wracked by the kind of internal wrangling over ideological issues which 
affl  icted the TSYSHO at some points in time. Th us, close examination of the 
sanatorium reveals more about the educational program of the Polish Bund, 
and possibly about the prospects of that program, than does scrutiny of the 
TSYSHO. In this regard, it is of interest that the Medem Sanatorium devel-
oped a stellar reputation and—despite its manifest and continuing Bundist 
orientation—ultimately proved to be attractive not only to Bundists but also 
to some Jews who were religiously observant and/or relatively well-to-do. 
Th e quality of the care, the paucity of comparable institutions serving Jewish 
children, and the progressive pedagogical approach of the educators affi  liated 
with it led families unlikely to support the Bund to send their children to this 
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Bundist-run facility. Th e extraordinarily positive experiences of these chil-
dren, in turn, may well have led their parents, in certain instances, to reassess 
preexisting attitudes. Th ough the number of individuals involved with the 
sanatorium at any given time was never large, the institution was even more 
successful in certain respects than the Tsukunft , SKIF, and Morgnshtern, and 
is likely to have contributed to the Bund’s improved image in the late 1930s.4. . .
Th ere were several attempts made to create institutions devoted to the needs 
of Polish Jewish children in frail health in the early 1920s. In 1921, for exam-
ple, the Dinezon Committee—a grouping made up both of Bundists and non-
Bundists that was at the forefront of the initiative to create Yiddish secular 
schools in Poland—established a summer colony for children threatened by 
tuberculosis in Otvosk, a shtetl near Warsaw renowned for its clean air.5 A 
board of directors (a majority of which had ties to the Bund) ran the colony, 
which operated in rented quarters.6

It was anticipated that the colony would have room for one hundred chil-
dren and that each child accepted into the institution would remain for an 
entire summer.7 While preliminary results were excellent—the health of the 
children accepted into the colony improved rapidly during the course of their 
stay—the doctors associated with this eff ort maintained that the children 
needed longer-term care, and that they ought not to be sent back as rapidly 
as had been initially anticipated to their home environments. A decision was 
therefore reached to transform the colony into a permanent institution.

Th e colony had received funds from two Jewish organizations based in 
the United States, People’s Relief and the American Jewish Joint Distribu-
tion Committee, but it did not have the fi nancial means to sustain itself on 
a long-term basis. Aft er failing to pay its rent for several months in a row, it 
was evicted.

Th e initiators of the colony, however, appealed to Vladimir Medem, a 
Bundist leader who had very recently immigrated to New York and who 
had demonstrated considerable sympathy for the initiative to create Yiddish-
language schools. Medem, in turn, spearheaded a fund-raising eff ort in 
America and succeeded in raising several thousand dollars. Th ose funds, 
which he sent to the then newly established TSYSHO, made it possible to 
purchase a piece of property in Miedzeszyn, in a forested area near Warsaw.
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But the major building on that property was in need of renovation before 
it could be used for the purpose for which it had been bought. In addition, it 
was soon apparent that the most signifi cant building on the property would 
need to be supplemented with at least one additional building. For several 
years aft er the initial purchase, construction proceeded by fi ts and starts.8 A 
dedication ceremony at the institution—which was named for Medem follow-
ing his death in 1923—was held in the summer of 1924. Th ere were apparently 
a few children on the premises in the summer of 1925.9 However, the Kinder-
sanatorie u. n. vladimir medem, widely known as the Medem Sanatorium, 
was not formally and fully opened until January 1926.

Th ough the sanatorium was built under TSYSHO’s auspices and cooper-
ated closely with that group, it had a governing board of its own, and was both 
legally and fi nancially independent of the overarching school organization. A 
majority of the Executive Committee of the sanatorium’s governing body—a 
group that met every two weeks—was made up of Bundists.10

Yekutiel Portnoy, known as Noyakh (1872–1941), was the de facto chair-
man of the Bund and also the chairman of the sanatorium’s Executive Com-
mittee and of its larger administrative board.11 Portnoy not only chaired the 
executive meetings but also kept in close contact with the sanatorium’s leading 
staff  members, thereby ensuring that it was run with a Bundist perspective.12

Unlike Portnoy, Shloyme Mendelson (1896–1948), who was the vice 
chairman of the Executive Committee,13 was a prominent educator as well as 
a political activist. He had been a leader of the Folkspartay at one point in his 
career but left  that organization in 1921, when he became one of the founders 
of the TSYSHO and an elected member of its governing body.14 He continued 
to play exceptionally prominent and visible roles in the TSYSHO for the rest 
of the interwar era.

Mendelson drew closer to the Bund over a period of years and became 
a formal member of the party in 1928. A decade later, he became a member 
of its Central Committee. He was also elected, on Bundist electoral lists, to 
both the Warsaw City Council and the organized Jewish community coun-
cil of Warsaw. Mendelson took his position on the Executive Committee 
very seriously and devoted a great deal of energy to the institution. Indeed, 
no important decision at the sanatorium was made without consulting with 
Mendelson.15
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However important the role of the sanatorium’s lay leadership may have 
been in the running of the institution, the tone was set primarily by the pro-
fessional staff . Shloyme Gilinski, the beloved director and primary educa-
tional administrator as well as the secretary of the sanatorium’s presidium, 
and Yoysef Brumberg, who served as manager for some of the relevant period, 
were especially important in this regard.

Shloyme Gilinski (1888–1961) was born in Ligmian, in the Vilna region. 
He spent his childhood in a shtetl, Duksht, and received a traditional yeshiva 
education in Vilna. He became attracted to socialist ideas around 1903, was 
active in the SS during the 1905 revolution, and was editor of Undzer veg, an 
organ of the United Jewish Socialist Workers’ Party (the Fareynigte) immedi-
ately following the First World War. Gilinski was an early advocate of the use 
of Yiddish as an instructional language in Jewish schools, studied pedagogy 
and psychology fi rst in Warsaw and later in Berlin, and, aft er the creation of 
the TSYSHO, worked for that organization (as, for example, an inspector who 
visited individual classrooms on behalf of the school network in order to get 
a sense of the teachers’ performance). He became a member of the Bund in 
1921 and closely identifi ed with the movement in Poland. He was elected to 
the Warsaw City Council on Bundist tickets in 1927 and 1938; was elected, as 
a Bundist, to the organized Jewish community council of Warsaw (the kehile) 
in 1936; and served as a member of the Warsaw Committee of the Bund, all 
while continuing to hold his position at the sanatorium.16 Within the Bund, 
Gilinski was a tsveyer, that is, an adherent of the party’s left -wing faction.17 
Th ere can be no question that he strove to teach socialist values in the sanato-
rium throughout his years of affi  liation with it.

From 1930 until the beginning of the Second World War, Yoysef Brum-
berg (1897–1965) served as Gilinski’s right-hand man. Brumberg, who had 
been born in Lodz, completed a gymnasium in Moscow and studied in uni-
versities in Petrograd and in Vilna.18 He was also among the founders of a 
Yiddish secular gymnasium in Swiencian. At some point in the early 1920s, 
he joined a student club dominated by Communists (though he himself was 
not a Communist or sympathetic to them) but later received a tip that Polish 
authorities intended to arrest the club’s members.19 It eventually became clear 
that he needed to leave the country in order to avoid arrest. With the fi nan-
cial support of the Bund, Brumberg ultimately moved to Palestine. He was 
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employed in Tel Aviv in a number of working-class positions and also wrote 
for the Warsaw-based Bundist daily, the Folkstsaytung. Aft er approximately 
fi ve years had passed and the danger of arrest by the Polish police had dimin-
ished, Brumberg returned to Poland to take on a position at the sanatorium, 
where he eventually served in many capacities.

When Gilinski found it necessary, as was regularly the case, to leave the 
sanatorium—whether to fi ll his political obligations in Warsaw or to conduct 
work on behalf of the sanatorium that could not be done on-site—the institu-
tion was run by Brumberg.20 Like Gilinski, Brumberg was involved simul-
taneously in work on behalf of both the sanatorium and the Bund. He was 
elected to the Warsaw City Council on the Bundist ticket in 1938.

Th e members of the sanatorium teaching staff  in the interwar years, who, 
in almost all instances, lived at the institution while working in it, tended to 
be well trained and experienced.21 A signifi cant proportion of the teachers, 
both men and women, had attended the Yiddishist- and secularist-oriented 
Yiddish Teachers Seminary, which opened in 1921, and which operated in 
Vilna until 1931.22 Many of the teachers are also known to have taught in 
other TSYSHO-affi  liated institutions.23 Not surprisingly, not only Shloyme 
Gilinski and Yoysef Brumberg, but also a number of the rank-and-fi le teach-
ers at the Medem Sanatorium, including Hershl Grinboym, Zisl Gutman, 
Yoysef Kats, and Yankl Trupianski, were either members of the Bund or very 
sympathetic to it.

Th e Medem Sanatorium also had a medical staff  made up of both doctors 
and nurses. For the entire period from 1926 to 1939, the chair of the Sanato-
rium’s Doctors’ Council was Ana Broyde-Heler, a long-term member of the 
Bundist movement who was widely known for her work in the fi elds of public 
health and children’s medicine.24

One of the ways in which Bundist infl uence over the sanatorium mani-
fested itself was via the active functioning at the institution of SKIF groups, in 
which, according to a leading Bundist educator of that era, “the children were 
taught and raised in a Bundist-party spirit.”25 Participation in SKIF was by no 
means obligatory. However, the children were encouraged to see membership 
in SKIF as a privilege that they should strive to earn. Th e SKIF groups were 
not led by the teaching staff , but rather by representatives of the SKIF (appar-
ently selected by the group’s central body).
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To be sure, there were some children in the sanatorium who had had 
exposure to organized children’s movements other than SKIF. Not only SKIF 
members but also individual members of the Yungbor (the children’s group 
of the Left  Poalei Zion) played signifi cant roles at the sanatorium.26 But there 
were no Yungbor groups at the sanatorium, and the range of “politically 
correct” perspectives was not a broad one. All children staying at the sana-
torium were given what was determined to be a socialist education regard-
less of their background or prior affi  liations.27 May Day was celebrated as 
an important holiday. Bundist fi gures, moreover, were apparently extolled 
over others. In 1928, when Central Committee member Beynish Michale-
wicz passed away, a ceremony in his honor was held at the sanatorium.28 I 
do not know of Jewish political fi gures from other political parties who were 
accorded similar treatment. . . .
On one occasion, the sanatorium’s close identifi cation with the Bund led to an 
ugly and deeply worrisome incident. Previously, relations between the mem-
bers of the Communist Party of Poland and the Bund had been extremely 
hostile. Communists had made repeated attempts to break up meetings in 
which Bundists participated and had physically attacked individuals who did 
not accept the Communist party line. In June 1927, for example, Communists 
had stormed a meeting in Warsaw of Jewish divisions of the union of trans-
port workers and had shot at members of the presidium.29 During the school 
year 1929–30, Communists engaged in a sustained campaign to disrupt an 
evening school for young workers that operated in Warsaw under the aus-
pices of the Tsukunft . Communists threw stones through classroom windows 
while classes were in session; they also threw stones at both teachers and stu-
dents leaving the school.30 Th e ongoing war by Communists on Bundists and 
their institutions ultimately expanded to the sanatorium.

In addition to teachers and medical personnel, the sanatorium employed 
a number of people who were responsible for cleaning, cooking, and com-
parable duties. Some of the individuals employed in those capacities were 
members of a Communist-dominated trade union. A dispute involving cer-
tain of these staff  members, dating from 1929, in the course of which several 
workers were fi red, eventually led personnel affi  liated with the Communist-
dominated union to go on strike.31 Th e sanatorium continued to function 
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during the strike by having teachers, doctors, and volunteers take the roles 
formerly played by the striking workers. Th e dispute festered, and in Febru-
ary 1931, some one hundred to two hundred armed men attacked the sana-
torium, cut its telephone wires, damaged its electrical generator, destroyed 
a great deal of property, beat members of the staff , and fi red off  a number 
of shots. Some of these shots hit buildings in which children were taking 
shelter.32 When the Bundist movement in Warsaw was informed of what had 
taken place (apparently by a staff  member who succeeded in fl eeing the prem-
ises and making a phone call from a nearby town), it rapidly sent a group of 
trade unionists and parents to Miedzeszyn to help defend the institution and 
its inhabitants. For several weeks, a group of these defenders patrolled the 
sanatorium’s property, performed the duties of those on strike, and escorted 
staff  members who needed to leave the premises. Th ough Communists orga-
nized demonstrations against the sanatorium, there were no further attempts 
made to physically attack it.33

. . .
Th e sanatorium accepted children between the ages of six and sixteen.34 Chil-
dren initially remained, on average, for ten weeks. In specifi c cases, however, 
children were allowed to remain for signifi cantly longer periods or were per-
mitted to return for repeat visits. Some children stayed at the sanatorium 
many times over a period of years. Among the repeat visitors were children 
known to have had personal or family connections to the Bundist movement. 
However, it is not known precisely how decisions as to which children to 
accept were made, or whether preference was generally given to those whose 
parents were members of the party.

Th e bulk of the children who were brought to the sanatorium were not 
necessarily seriously ill but were considered to be at risk of contracting tuber-
culosis. Th ough children who manifested symptoms of disease—for instance, 
children who developed a temperature aft er arrival—were permitted to 
remain at the sanatorium under close medical supervision, many were not 
sick but undernourished, in a physically weakened state, or recovering from 
an illness.

Most of the children served by the institution—which, though located in 
a pine forest, was only twenty kilometers or so from Warsaw—came from the 
Polish capital. Indeed, over 90 percent of the 2,278 children who had stayed at 
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the sanatorium prior to September 5, 1930, lived in Warsaw.35 Th e number of 
those from other parts of Poland, including from relatively distant areas such 
as Vilna, grew steadily over time. By 1938, the institution had served 1,126 
children who lived outside of the capital city.36

In order to give both the medical staff  and the pedagogical staff  a clearer 
idea of the children’s home conditions, a bilingual (Polish/Yiddish) question-
naire was created beginning with the period 1932–33. Th e notion of conduct-
ing research of this kind was developed in consultation with Fishl Shneyerson, 
a child psychologist. Each questionnaire included not only items concerning 
such matters as the education, health, characteristics, and medical history 
of the child, but also items concerning the education, profession, and affi  lia-
tions of the child’s parents, and the economic and social conditions in which 
they lived.37 House visits were made to children who had been accepted by 
the sanatorium prior to their arrival at the institution, when possible, and 
the questionnaires were typically completed by the sanatorium staff  member 
who made these visits. Th ough blank questionnaires are extant, examples of 
completed documents have not survived.38 Nevertheless, some data appar-
ently derived from the questionnaires is still recoverable.

Approximately 80 percent of the parents of children at the Medem Sana-
torium were blue-collar workers or employees of some kind, including those 
who worked in their own homes.39 Others were professionals, including 
teachers, journalists, doctors, and artists. At least in later years, the institu-
tion housed some children who came from wealthy backgrounds, including 
a few from the families of merchants or traders. Children from such homes, 
however, were exceptional cases.

A clear majority of the children grew up in extremely poor homes and 
in overcrowded conditions. A survey dealing with the period from 1926 to 
1936 noted that 1,341 of the children were from families in which six people 
lived in one room, and 1,180 were from homes in which seven people lived in 
a room. Th ere were 671 children who lived in families in which eight people 
lived in a room, and 868 cases in which the number of inhabitants per room 
was greater than eight. More than 78 percent of the children did not have a 
bed of their own in their homes.40 More than 45 percent of the children from 
Warsaw lived in housing that lacked electrical lighting, running water, and 
internal plumbing facilities.41
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While the sanatorium was meant fi rst and foremost for Jewish chil-
dren, it admitted others. At one point, according to a source published in 
1932, twenty-two of the children—13 percent of all of those at the sanatorium 
at that moment—were from Christian working-class families.42 During the 
fi rst years of its existence, the sanatorium was the only institution in Poland 
serving children with incipient tuberculosis. Progressive Polish doctors such 
as Professor Michalewicz, who was director of the Children’s Clinic at the 
University of Warsaw, rector of the university, and close to the PPS, took to 
recommending that Polish families whose children would benefi t from a stay 
at the sanatorium apply for admission. When, as was regularly the case, the 
families resisted this advice, Michalewicz overcame their doubts by pointing 
out that the only suitable alternatives were located in Switzerland.43

Th e fi rst non-Jewish Polish children to come to the sanatorium were from 
families affi  liated with the PPS. In addition to wanting to help children in 
need, regardless of their background, the Bundists in charge of the institution 
had an additional reason for wanting to fi nd space for the children of Polish 
socialists: Both the sanatorium and the Bund itself were in need of the politi-
cal support provided by Warsaw City Council members elected on the PPS 
ticket and were thus eager to keep in their good graces. Th ough the problem 
of incorporating non-Jewish, Polish-speaking children into a Yiddish-speak-
ing milieu was quite a thorny one, the sanatorium took measures to alleviate 
would could have become an alienating experience for the Poles, and gen-
erally succeeded in making the children’s stays psychologically positive and 
medically benefi cial. In any event, the number of Polish children served was 
quite small. Only 121 of the approximately seven thousand children who had 
stayed in the sanatorium in its fi rst eleven years were non-Jews.44

In Poland during the mid- and late 1930s, moreover, when new institu-
tions with similar medical goals were created for Polish-speaking children, 
and as the level of anti-Semitism intensifi ed, the number of Poles who came to 
stay each year apparently diminished. Specifi c members of the Polish radical 
intelligentsia—for example, Wanda Wasilewska and Władysław Broniewski—
sent their own children to the Medem Sanatorium because they agreed with 
its progressive pedagogical approach.45 On one specifi c occasion, the sanato-
rium took in the children of Polish coal miners in order to express political 
solidarity with the Polish workers’ movement.46 However, the phenomenon 
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of Polish children attending the Medem Sanatorium seems to have been less 
prevalent at the end of the sanatorium’s history than in its earlier years.

An analysis of the educational backgrounds of the sanatorium attendees 
between 1926 and 1937 revealed that 38 percent of the children had attended 
secular, Yiddish-language (TSYSHO) schools; 41 percent had attended 
schools run by the Polish government in which Polish was the language of 
instruction; 7 percent had attended religious schools of one kind or another 
(khedorim, Tarbut schools, gmina schools, etc.); 12 percent were of preschool 
age; and 2 percent of the school-age children had not attended any school at 
all. If one excludes from the total those too young to have attended school, 43 
percent of the children—a plurality—had been enrolled in secular, Yiddish-
language educational institutions before coming to the sanatorium.47 Th us, 
the population that attended the sanatorium was by no means representative 
of Polish Jewish children of the interwar era.. . .
Th e educational program of the sanatorium was not set in stone. On the con-
trary, openness to experimentation appears to have been one of its hallmarks. 
Gilinski was reportedly especially attracted to the ideas of the German 
pedagogue Berthold Otto and, under the infl uence of Otto’s work, generally 
emphasized the importance of encouraging conversations.48 Gilinski was 
also a great advocate of creativity, and was open to suggestions derived from 
works by other progressive educators or suggested by the teachers themselves. 
In many ways, the sanatorium’s educational philosophy came to have simi-
larities to the Dalton System, fi rst developed in the United States at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, which stresses the simultaneous importance of 
freedom, of independence, and of cooperation.

Over time a number of broad principles appear to have been widely 
accepted by the sanatorium’s staff . One was the signifi cance of learning 
through playing. A second was the signifi cance of encounters with natural 
phenomena. A third was that the children should govern themselves inso-
far as practical. Th e sanatorium prided itself on advocating the equality of 
children and adults not only in word but also in deed, and on developing 
children’s inner skills.

Th e sanatorium came to serve as a laboratory school for the TSYSHO, 
and techniques successfully used there were sometimes adapted for use in 
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Yiddish-speaking secular schools in Warsaw and elsewhere. Both the goals 
of the Medem Sanatorium and the methods that it used diff ered markedly 
from those used in most schools of that era, including most Jewish schools 
in interwar Poland. Whereas many traditional Jewish schools, for example, 
made use of threats and corporal punishment, the sanatorium pointedly 
avoided directly punishing children for misdeeds. Discipline was maintained 
by fostering a positive relationship between the staff  and the children, and 
among the children themselves.

Th e curriculum of the sanatorium did not, generally, revolve around 
extended or formal courses. To be sure, the staff  gave lessons in Yiddish lan-
guage and literature, in the natural sciences, in dance, and on other topics. 
Yoysef Kats, for one, was known to enjoy discussing works by Peretz, Men-
dele, Sholem Aleichem, Sholem Asch, and other Yiddish writers with the chil-
dren.49 However, both the fragile health of those who stayed at the sanatorium 
and the relatively short duration of a typical stay militated against participa-
tion in traditional courses by those in residence.50 An exception was made, to 
some extent, for those children who had missed a great deal of school because 
of their health. Children in that category were tutored in order to make it pos-
sible for them to keep up with their classmates and to pass relevant exams.51 
At least one individual who stayed at the sanatorium a number of times over 
a period of years reported that he had completed school assignments while 
in residence at the institution, sent them to the teachers in the school he had 
been attending, and was allowed to graduate with his class—a graduation to 
which he traveled directly from the sanatorium.52

But these situations were far from the norm. Th e educational goals of 
the institution—such as encouraging respect for other people—were gener-
ally accomplished not so much by formal instruction as by example and by 
hands-on activity.53 Emphasis was placed on the performance of plays, sing-
ing, drawing, dance, and the production of arts and craft s projects, and on 
physical activity (especially gymnastics and walks on the grounds of the san-
atorium). At least one of the plays written by those associated with the sana-
torium and fi rst performed by its resident children—Lialkes—became quite 
well known in broader circles and was performed by others in Warsaw, in 
Bialystok, and in Brussels. Motl Gilinski and Yankl Trupianski, who created 
Lialkes, once asserted that the decision made by the sanatorium’s educators to 
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kind in medem sanatorium, Warsaw, 1932.
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put particular stress on concerts, performances, and comparable phenomena 
was linked directly to the fact that many children stayed at the institution 
for a brief period. In order to have an educational impact on these children, 
Gilinski and Trupianski note, it was deemed necessary to use “more intensive 
pedagogical means,” and this was why “moments which aff ect primarily the 
sphere of feelings” were accented.54

According to Khayim Shloyme Kazdan, a leading fi gure in the TSYSHO 
during the interwar period, there was “no trace” of religious education in the 
sanatorium. It did not observe Jewish dietary laws, did not organize prayer 
services, and did not observe Jewish religious holidays in a traditional man-
ner.55 If a child from an observant home desired to pray, or if a boy desired to 
keep his head covered, that child was allowed to do so.56 However, children 
from observant backgrounds who stayed at the sanatorium seem to have been 
more likely to adapt themselves to the mores of the institution than to have 
shaped it in accord with their own preexisting beliefs and practices.

But the sanatorium did not simply ignore all Jewish holidays and tradi-
tions. It marked Passover, in its own way, and observed the custom of leav-
ing a cup of wine on the table for Elijah the Prophet on the night of the fi rst 
seder.57 On at least one notable occasion, a special meal was served on the 
eve of Yom Kippur, Shloyme Gilinski described to the children the ways in 
which it was observed in various households, and a story about the holiday by 
a prominent writer was read aloud. Some of the older children, who rejected 
religiosity and who were unhappy with Gilinski’s decision to note the holiday, 
questioned him about his decision during the course of the next day. Gilinski 
reportedly replied to objections by indicating that in order to say “no” to reli-
gion, one must fi rst understand the “yes.”58

Th e institution’s leadership sustained infl uence over one-time residents 
by sponsoring reunions and by organizing groups in Warsaw for sanatorium 
alumni. Special attempts were made to attract to these activities those former 
residents of the sanatorium who attended public schools rather than TSY-
SHO-affi  liated institutions.59 Beginning with the autumn of 1937, the Medem 
Sanatorium also ran a satellite operation in Warsaw known as the Sanato-
rium Home. It was meant primarily for those children who had been in the 
sanatorium, had returned to their families, but who needed additional help 
because of their poor health and because of the poor conditions of their home 
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environments. Th ese children were encouraged to come to the Sanatorium 
Home aft er the conclusion of their school day, where they received food, med-
ical and dental attention, advice on matters related to hygiene and education, 
aid with their homework, and other kinds of support.60 Khane Zakheym, who 
had been a teacher at the sanatorium from 1932 to 1936, served on the staff  
of the Sanatorium Home, thereby providing the children with much-needed 
continuity.61 Th ere were more than one hundred children aged eight to four-
teen who participated in its activities in 1938. Because of its success, it did not 
have room for all those who wished to participate. Indeed, on the eve of the 
Second World War, the sanatorium’s administration decided to attempt to 
accommodate the needs of additional children by creating four more such 
“homes”—another in Warsaw, and the remaining three in Lodz, Bialystok, 
and Lublin. . . .
Th e Medem Sanatorium attracted visitors from near and far and elicited posi-
tive commentary published in fi ft een languages. Prominent Yiddish writers—
Sholem Asch, Moyshe Nadir, H. D. Nomberg, Daniel Charney—were among 
those who came to experience the institution.62 Somewhat less expectedly, the 
sanatorium was also visited, and extolled, by Jewish and non-Jewish educa-
tors and others with no obvious ties to the Bund, to the socialist movement, 
or to Yiddish culture. Adolphe Ferrière, for one, a Swiss writer affi  liated with 
the International Bureau of Education and the Jean-Jacques Rousseau Insti-
tute, visited in 1930 and was strongly impressed. Works on the sanatorium are 
said to have appeared in twenty diff erent countries.63

. . .
Th e cost of maintaining the Medem Sanatorium was a constant source of 
worry for its board of directors.64 Subsidies were obtained from governmen-
tal and municipal bodies when possible. Th e fact that the city government 
of Warsaw provided material support in the early years of its existence was 
directly tied, during that period, to the participation of infl uential Bundists 
in the Warsaw City Council. Henryk Erlich, Victor Alter, Shloyme Gilinski, 
and other vigorous advocates of the sanatorium’s work were elected members 
of the city council for much of the relevant period, and engaged in lobbying 
on the institution’s behalf—sometimes successfully, and sometimes unsuc-
cessfully.65 Th e Bundist city council members, who were always a minority 
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block in that body, were dependent on the votes of others to push through 
their proposals. Th ey generally received the support of councillors from the 
PPS on matters related to the sanatorium, and sometimes received additional 
support from the more liberal representatives of the Sanacja regime.66 Using 
similar coalitions and tactics, Bundist political leaders also succeeded, in the 
early years of the sanatorium’s existence, in obtaining money from the public 
Sickness Insurance Fund. In 1929, the Warsaw city government covered the 
costs of seventy children at the sanatorium, and the Sickness Insurance Fund 
covered the costs of an additional fi ft een. At that time, “private” patients—
that is, children whose stay was covered neither by the municipality nor by 
the Sickness Insurance Fund—occupied only fi ft een beds at the institution.67 
At some points, the Warsaw city government was covering the cost of up to 
120 children a month.68 Children whose tuition was covered by public sources 
were permitted to remain at the sanatorium as long as their health status 
required.69 Th e municipality and the Sickness Insurance Fund were the most 
important sources of funding for the sanatorium in the early 1930s. From 
time to time, during those same years, Bundists also succeeded in obtaining 
supplementary funds from municipal sources for renovation of the sanato-
rium, or were permitted to employ city workers on the sanatorium’s grounds 
for specifi c projects.

In addition to the subsidies obtained from municipal and state bodies, 
the sanatorium relied on a support group, the Medem Sanatorium Society, 
which had formal members and which solicited donations from these mem-
bers and others. Th e society had six hundred members in 1937.70

Tuition was charged to the families of some of the private patients, at 
diff erential rates for children in diff erent categories. In 1930, for example, one 
rate applied to children in TSYSHO schools and another applied to children 
enrolled in schools of other kinds.71 Families with greater means were asked 
to pay a higher tuition.72 Some private cases received full tuition scholarships. 
Th e total amount taken in from tuition payments, in any event, clearly did not 
cover the institution’s expenses.

Beginning in 1934, the city government of Warsaw sharply diminished its 
support and, some years thereaft er, completely eliminated it.73 Th e Sickness 
Insurance Fund ceased sending children to the sanatorium as of July 1, 1935.74 
Th e Ministry for Social Defense (the health department) also cut its sizeable 
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subsidy.75 Th ose close to the sanatorium attributed these changes to a sharp 
rise in anti-Semitism.76

Th e declining economic situation of Polish Jewry also hurt the institu-
tion, despite the fact that it operated more effi  ciently in its later years. In 1933 
the cost of maintaining a child for one month was 180 złoty. In 1938 the cost 
was only 120 złoty. However, in the period January-February 1938, there were 
only two children who were paying full tuition.77

Th e Medem Sanatorium attempted to overcome the loss or diminution of 
municipal and governmental support by increasing the breadth of its fund-
raising, seeking out sympathetic sources both in Poland and abroad. In 1935, 
the New York-based Forward Association—which owned the Yiddish-lan-
guage Forverts—and the International Ladies Garment Workers Union each 
provided funds for eight children at a time. Both organizations continued to 
provide support in later years.78 Th e Workmen’s Circle, a fraternal organi-
zation founded in the United States and made up primarily of Jews of East 
European origin, supported fi ve children in 1938–39.79 Other American trade 
unions with large numbers of Jewish members, the Jewish Labor Committee 
(headquartered in New York), the American Jewish Joint Distribution Com-
mittee, the Federation of Polish Jews in America, Polish Jewish trade unions 
affi  liated with the Bund, other Bundist institutions, and wealthy individu-
als were among those making signifi cant fi nancial donations at one point or 
another.80 Additional money was raised from sources in Western Europe, 
Mexico, South Africa, and Australia.81

Th e leaders of the sanatorium hoped to use Mir kumen on, a high-quality 
fi lm about the institution directed by Aleksander Ford and completed in 1936, as 
a fund-raising tool, and invested a considerable amount of energy in its produc-
tion.82 Th e fi lm, however, was offi  cially banned in Poland because of its political 
tenor. Th us, while it could be (and was) used to raise money in Europe and in 
America in the latter part of the 1930s, it was not of much help in raising funds 
within Poland itself.83 By the fall of 1938, Gilinski reported, every month was bring-
ing new defi cits, and the institution did not have the means to pay its debts.84

However diffi  cult the economic straits of the sanatorium were in 1938–39, 
it did not shirk from taking on additional costs. Shortly aft er Gilinski had 
underscored the sanatorium’s fi nancial diffi  culties, the institution added to its 
fi nancial burden by reaching out to Polish Jewish refugee children who had 
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been recently forced to leave Germany. A report released in July 1939 suggests 
that eighty-fi ve such refugees were being cared for either in the sanatorium or 
in the Sanatorium Home in Warsaw.85 Th e sanatorium’s leaders recognized 
that large numbers of refugee children did not meet the medical criteria for 
admission to the sanatorium but needed a place to live and had no viable 
alternatives open to them. Th ey therefore leased two houses and used them 
as homes for an additional 150 Jewish children who had been obliged to leave 
Germany.86 Weeks before the beginning of the Second World War, the need 
for the sanatorium was quite probably greater than it had ever been. Its reputa-
tion was superb; it was expanding its capacity as fast at it could, but it was also 
under enormous fi nancial strain, which threatened its ability to function.. . .
In a study of Jewish education in interwar Poland published in 1998, Shimon 
Frost describes what he calls the decline of TSYSHO schools in Poland, and 
asserts that this alleged tendency “began earlier and proceeded faster than 
in other sectors of the Jewish school system.”87 Ezra Mendelsohn, striking a 
similar tone, asserts that “the extremely high pedagogical level of the [TSY-
SHO] school system, which was generally acknowledged, could not conceal 
its failure to attract the young generation. Th is failure, partly fi nancial and 
partly ideological, certainly calls into question the viability of what may be 
called the Yiddishist program for Polish Jewry.”88

Th ough TSYSHO did not and could not extend its reach beyond a certain 
point, and though it is a matter of fact that only a small fraction of the Jewish 
children in Poland ever attended TSYSHO schools, the TSYSHO-affi  liated 
Medem Sanatorium did not undergo a decline of any kind in the interwar 
years and was by no means a failure. On the eve of the Second World War, 
with its popularity still increasing, it actively planned to expand its capacity.

One indication of the sanatorium’s success is that although it was regu-
larly enlarged, it could not fully meet the demand for its services. Th e insti-
tution began with only 14 children and had the capacity to care for no more 
than 70 children at one time when it was fi rst opened.89 In 1932, it was able to 
accept 115 children in the winter and 160 in the summer.90 By the mid-1930s, 
it accepted 130 children during the winter months and up to 200 during the 
summer.91 Th e sanatorium made room for 225 children in the winter of 1939 
and was preparing itself to accept 300 in the summer.92 It also maintained a 
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waiting list.93 By 1938, a total of 76,000 children who were in need of a space 
at the sanatorium had been “qualifi ed” by doctors and thus had their names 
registered—but only 7,500 had actually stayed there.94 Demand was so great 
that it sometimes took up to two years before a space became available.95 Many 
children deemed to be in medical need of a stay at the sanatorium were never 
accommodated at all. In specifi c tragic cases, space for a particular applicant 
only became available aft er the child had died.

Th ough there were periods during which the material resources of the 
institution made growth impossible, and periods during which the sanato-
rium was forced to cut back despite a pressing need for its services, the total 
number of children that passed through its doors grew considerably from the 
time of its establishment to the late 1930s. Th e institution served 302 children 
in 1926, 545 in 1927, and 602 in 1928. It continued to attract more children each 
year in the period ending with 1933, when it served 772 children. Th e number 
of children who attended the institution in a given year dropped below that 
height in 1934–36.96 Th e decrease in the total number of children served each 
year in the mid-1930s, however, was in no way whatsoever a refl ection of a 
decrease in the institution’s popularity within the Jewish population but was, 
rather, directly connected to the sharp diminution in fi nancial support.97 Th e 
total number of children served by the institution per year rose signifi cantly 
once again in 1937 (though Polish governmental and municipal sources never 
did bring their support back to the pre-1934 levels).98 Th is increase seems to 
refl ect both the fact that the sanatorium located alternative sources of sup-
port, to some extent, and that it found it necessary to serve more children 
even if it did not know how it would cover the costs of so doing.

In 1938, responding to deteriorating economic conditions, which had had 
a deleterious impact on the health of poor Jewish children, the sanatorium’s 
administration began a campaign to build a new pavilion that would enable 
it to increase yet again the number of children served at any given time. Th e 
plan called for increasing capacity to a point at which 230 children could have 
been served at once in the winter months, and 350 children could have been 
served during the summer.99 An anonymous gift  in the amount of twenty 
thousand złoty was received, apparently from Doctor Simkhovitsh, a promi-
nent physician, and the sanatorium purchased additional land, adjacent to its 
existing grounds, to position the new pavilion.100
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Noyakh Portnoy, the chairman of the sanatorium’s board, is said to have 
hoped to eventually increase capacity by a large multiple.101 Expansion was 
limited, however, by lack of the material resources that would have made 
additional growth possible. Despite these limitations, at least seventy-seven 
hundred children passed through the sanatorium in the period 1926–39.102 
Th is total suggests that the institution was successful.. . .
Another indication of the institution’s success is the respectful attention and 
praise it received from sectors of the Jewish population that were ideologi-
cally opposed to the Bund. Moment, a well-known and widely circulated 
Warsaw-based Yiddish-language daily not inclined to be sympathetic to 
Bundist institutions, wrote about the sanatorium in December 1937: “It is 
a great consolation, joy, and delight in today’s sad times to see the joyful, 
Jewish, positive work that is being done in this magnifi cent institution. . . . 
May the people who are doing this holy work be blessed.”103 To be sure, the 
program of the sanatorium was not beyond reproach from certain perspec-
tives. In 1937, representatives of the press participated in an organized tour of 
the facility and noted that, while it was certainly a model institution, it ought 
to have taught the children some Hebrew and something about the Land of 
Israel. Even the representative of the Zionist Haynt on this tour, however, 
was led to note that the sanatorium was more luxurious, magnifi cent, clean, 
and orderly than institutions run by allegedly bourgeois groups. One can 
not complain if the Bund runs the sanatorium in accord with its principles, 
the Haynt reporter concluded, but rather, if one wants to complain, one can 
direct criticism to Jewish bourgeois circles and ask them why they do not 
take pains to create a comparable entity for Jewish children from “national” 
or traditional Jewish families.104

In 1938, the orthodox Horev schools for boys and Beys Yankef schools for 
girls decided to create a sanatorium for Jewish children that would function 
in accord with Jewish religious law. Th e schools sent a delegation of three to 
observe the functioning of the Medem Sanatorium. Th e ideological chasm 
between Agudes Yisroel, which played a role in the Horev and Beys Yankef 
school systems parallel to that played by the Bund in the Medem Sanatorium, 
was vast, and much of what went on in the sanatorium was likely to have been 
seen as abhorrent by rigorously observant Jewish educators. Nevertheless, the 
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orthodox educators clearly hoped to learn from the secularists how to create 
a successful sanatorium and obviously believed that the Medem Sanatorium 
was worth a visit that spanned several days.105

Some adult Jews not committed to the secularist, Yiddishist, anti-Zionist, 
and socialist platform of the Bund may even have become more sympathetic 
to Bundist approaches as a result of the highly positive experiences that their 
children had had with the Medem Sanatorium. Th ough not going so far as 
to claim that the Medem Sanatorium infl uenced political opinions, Kazdan 
reports that the institution had “a great infl uence in an educational sense” 
on the parents of those who stayed there.106 He refers explicitly to new ideas 
that the children brought home with them as to “hygiene, culture, aesthetics, 
language, [and] behavior with people” and adds that oft en energetic children 
sparked “a whole revolution in the house. Th e parents grew culturally together 
with the children.” Children of the intelligentsia, from assimilated circles, or 
from wealthier backgrounds who returned to their families very enthusiastic 
about their experiences sometimes introduced into their households a new 
and more positive relationship to the Yiddish language, to its culture, and to 
the Yiddish secular school system.

No evidence exists that Ezra Mendelsohn’s contentions—that the TSY-
SHO was unable to attract the younger generation or that the school system 
suff ered from a failure of its ideology—could be fairly applied to the TSYSHO-
linked Medem Sanatorium. In fact, it is possible that its accomplishments 
refl ected so well on the institution’s Bundist sponsors that these successes 
ultimately contributed, albeit only indirectly and only to a small degree, to 
the political victories of Bundist candidates.107
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5
The Bundist Women’s Organization

J e w i sh  wom e n  pl ay e d  leading roles in the Bund’s formative years and 
participated in that party in relatively large numbers during the years of the 
Russian Empire. However, the Bund had somewhat less success in mobilizing 
women in independent Poland between the two world wars than it had had 
during the czarist era. Unlike the movements previously discussed, Yidisher 
arbeter froy (YAF), the Bundist women’s organization, did not attract a large 
membership during the interwar years. Th e failure of YAF to draw in a mass 
membership reveals that Bundist counterculture had its limits, and also sug-
gests that the Bund was unable to extend its reach beyond a certain point.. . .
In the czarist era, the Bund had no trouble attracting Jewish women into its 
ranks. Th e Bund had its roots in organizing work conducted in the Pale of 
Settlement in the late 1880s and early 1890s. Th e establishments in the Pale 
that produced items such as cigarettes, matches, stockings, gloves, and enve-
lopes, as well as the tailoring industry tended to employ high proportions of 
Jewish women at the end of the nineteenth century.1 Moreover, the fi rst eff orts 
at organizing Russian Jewish workers took place precisely in those fi elds in 
which many of the employees were female. In Vilna during 1887, for exam-
ple, stocking makers—the most common job held by Jewish women in that 
region—conducted a strike.2

Not only among the stocking makers but also in other trades employ-
ing Jewish women, female “half-intellectuals”—those who had received some 
education but who did not have advanced degrees—proved to be particularly 
ripe for organizing.3 Khaim-Yankev Helfand, who was active in the Bund in 
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its early years, has argued that precisely because Jewish men were more likely 
than Jewish women to have received extended formal training in Jewish ritu-
als and tradition, the women found it easier than did their male counterparts 
to break with tradition and to join the socialist movement.4

A small number of the earliest Jewish socialist women in the Russian 
Empire were not workers but rather women who had succeeded—against the 
odds—in obtaining higher education and who had become attracted to radi-
cal ideas. Matle (“Pati”) Srednitsky (1867–1943), who graduated from gymna-
sium in Vilna, and who trained as a dentist in Petersburg, and Liuba Levinson 
(1866–1903), who studied at the University of Geneva, were actively involved 
in the illegal social democratic circle that crystallized in Vilna in 1889, and 
that eventually became one of the sparks leading to the formal establishment 
of the Bund.

Th e Bund was built on and grew out of both the union organizing work 
conducted among Jewish females and males, and the early eff orts of intel-
lectuals, including Srednitsky and Levinson. At least two women—Marya 
Zhaludsky, a seamstress and long-term political activist, and Rosa Greenblat, 
a weaver—were among the thirteen individuals who attended the meeting at 
which the Bund was founded.5

When, in 1898, all three members of the Bund’s fi rst Central Committee 
were arrested, Zhaludsky and Tsivia Hurvitch6 (b. 1874), a glove maker, were 
among those who replaced them. Th e second congress of the Bund, which 
was held in 1898, was attended not only by Zhaludsky and Hurvitch but also 
by two seamstresses, Shaine Raizel Segal of Lodz (d. 1905) and Liza Epstein of 
Kovne, which is to say that women made up at least one-third of the delegates 
to this congress.7

Th ere was no such thing as a separate Bundist women’s organization 
per se during the czarist era. Th us, the roles of women in the relatively early 
years of the movement’s existence—which included acting as speakers at 
Bundist gatherings, distributing literature, storing illegal literature, and 
working in the movement’s underground printing shops—can be explored 
only by referring to specifi c examples.8 A female was considered less likely 
to raise the suspicions of authorities than a male. As a result, any number 
of female Bundists, including Yulia Abramowicz (d. 1916),9 Gita Lipshits 
(d. 1917),10 Sophia Dubnow (1885–1986),11 and Cipe Edelman,12 were able to 
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smuggle literature or arms for the party. Anna Heller Rozental (1872–1941) 
was co-opted onto the fi rst Vilna City Committee of the Bund. Zhenia Hur-
vitch (Evgeniia Adolovna Gurvich) (1861–1940) was a major fi gure at the 
Fift h Congress of the Bund, which was held in Zurich in June 1903.13 Ruta 
(Mina) Batkhan (d. 1942),14 an eff ective speaker in both Russian and Yiddish, 
was a well-known Bund representative among Jewish socialists in Dvinsk, 
Bialystok, and Lodz.15 Esther (Eza) Lipshits, who had studied in both Berne 
and Berlin, and who was widely acknowledged to have been exceptionally 
erudite, became a member of the Lodz Committee of the Bund. She was 
arrested in 1903, tortured in Piotrków prison, and died later that year as a 
result of her treatment while incarcerated.16

During the 1905 revolution, Bundist women came to the fore at several 
diff erent points. Anna (Gaponsha) Lipshits (ca. 1881–1926), for one, served as 
a member of the Odessa Committee of the Bund, and was among the most 
popular speakers during the Potemkin uprising.17 Bundist women were killed 
in the course of street demonstrations that took place during this tumultuous 
period. Fruma (Vera) Grabolski (ca. 1881), a member of the Bund’s Warsaw 
Committee at the time of the Revolution of 1905, died as a result of wounds 
she received during a mass protest organized by the Bund that was attended 
by thirty thousand people. Sonie Glikman Peysakhzon was trampled to death 
in Pinsk by the horses of Czarist Cossacks who were breaking up a demon-
stration in which she was a participant. Esther (Hinda, a.k.a. Tamara) Ris-
kind (ca. 1877/80–1905), a leader of the Bund in Bialystok at the end of the 
nineteenth century, Gitl Zakhaym, a twenty-one-year-old Bundist, and Ester 
Vaysvol were also killed in the course of 1905.

Bundist self-defense groups came into being during that era and included 
women. Nadia (Frume) Kenigshats Grinfeld (1887–1918), for example, who had 
already established a reputation as a Bundist speaker in the prerevolutionary 
period, was the head of such a group in Odessa.18

Th e defeat of the Revolution of 1905 resulted in a dramatic contraction 
in the size of the Bund (and of all other socialist organizations operating in 
the Russian Empire). Th ere were four major responses to this new situation. 
A relatively small number of individuals (including a few women) remained 
actively involved with Bundist aff airs. Malke Lifshits (Esther Frumkin) (1880–
1943) was among them. She wrote regularly for Bundist periodicals and was a 
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delegate to both the Bund’s Eighth Conference in 1910 and the Ninth Confer-
ence of 1912.19 Esther, as she was known in the movement, was among the most 
prominent Bundists, male or female, during these years. Sophia Dubnow, 
who was fi ve years younger than Frumkin and not as prominent a fi gure in 
those years, wrote on literary themes for the Russian-language Bundist press 
and, delegated by the party to conduct work in conjunction with other revolu-
tionary movements, agitated among Russian soldiers in Grodno in or around 
1906.20 She continued both her political activities and her affi  liation with the 
Bund throughout the subsequent period. Roza Eichner (d. 1943)21 led circles of 
workers in Lodz, the downhill slide of the movement in the post-1905 era not-
withstanding.22 Many Bundists emigrated from the Russian Empire during 
this period, oft en to the United States. Others, representing a third response 
to the defeat of the revolution and the oppression that accompanied it, became 
politically inactive. Zhaludsky, for one, withdrew from involvement with the 
Bund in 1908. A fourth category was made up of those who were forced to 
halt activities because they were imprisoned. Rosa (Fride) Levit, active in the 
Bund in Lodz in 1907, was eventually arrested and incarcerated. She returned 
to active engagement in Bundist aff airs—which included serving as one of the 
seventeen voting delegates at the Ninth Conference of the Bund—aft er her 
release.23 Gina (Genie) Birentsvayg Medem (1888–1965), who was also active 
in and around Lodz until she was arrested in November 1907, left  Poland for 
Switzerland aft er serving a prison sentence.24 She married the Bundist theore-
tician Vladimir Medem, who discouraged his wife from returning to Poland 
in order to continue her political activities. In 1913, however, Gina insisted on 
returning to the empire and did, in fact, do so.25

According to one memoir, love was initially thought of in Bundist circles 
as a weakness that interfered with the revolutionary movement, and Bundists 
who married were looked on as former revolutionaries.26 However, this atti-
tude appears to have shift ed somewhat in later years. Indeed, any number of 
female Bundists married, either formally or informally, and chose politically 
compatible male counterparts as their mates. Pati Srednitsky was already 
romantically involved with Arkady Kremer—oft en called the “Father of 
the Bund”—in the 1890s. Anna Heller married Pavel Rozental—a leading 
Bundist—around 1899. Marya Zhaludsky, similarly, married Dovid Katz (a 
member of the Central Committee of the Bund from 1898 to 1901 and one 
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of the most important Bund activists until 1908). Liza Grinblat Amsterdam 
apparently became particularly active in the Bund in the wake of the death of 
her husband, the Bundist Avrom Meyer Amsterdam.27 In 1911, at which time 
civil marriages were not recognized under the laws of the Russian Empire, 
Henryk Erlich and Sophia Dubnow were married by a rabbi in a synagogue in 
Petersburg, the fact that neither was religiously observant notwithstanding. 
Th eir wedding ceremony was apparently minimalistic.28 Th e Bundists tended 
to insist on marrying without the aid of matchmakers or the use of dowries, 
on marrying for love, and on modest weddings, with small numbers of guests, 
and without klezmorim (musicians) or batkhonim (wedding entertainers).29

In specifi c cases, activity in the Bund was accompanied by revolutionary 
asceticism—which, I suspect, had more to do with indigenous Russian revo-
lutionary traditions than with the Bundists’ commitment to Marxism. Liuba 
Levinson, who was sent into exile with her husband, Isai Aizenshtat, gave 
birth during the course of her sentence. At the conclusion of her term, she 
decided to separate herself from her child in order to be able to devote herself 
to the movement. Levinson brought her baby to New York, intending to leave 
the child with her sister, but died before she could return to Europe.30

Th e Bund was reinvigorated during the revolutionary upsurge that took 
place during the course of the First World War. Esther Frumkin rose through 
the ranks during this era and in April 1917 was elected to the Central Commit-
tee at the Bund’s Tenth Conference. She attempted to steer a centrist course 
following the Bolshevik Revolution but ultimately sided with the left -wing 
majority when, in 1920, the Bund split into two distinct organizations, one 
Communist (the Kombund) and the other Social Democratic. Not long there-
aft er, the Kombund was absorbed into the Communist Party and the Social 
Democratic Bund declared illegal—thereby bringing the history of the Bund 
in Russia to a close.31

Th e conditions under which the Bund operated in the Russian Empire 
made it inadvisable to maintain lists of members. Th ere are no defi nitive sta-
tistics on the total number of women involved or on the percentage of female 
Bundists in the empire. According to one scholarly estimate (which appears 
to refer to the Bund in its Russian period), however, approximately one-third 
of all members of the Jewish workers’ movement were female.32 If this esti-
mate is correct, it would suggest that the proportion of women in the Bund 
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during the czarist years was higher than the proportion of women in those 
contemporaneous radical movements in the Russian Empire that were not 
explicitly Jewish, such as the Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party.33 
Th is is all the more remarkable because the Russian radical movement had a 
higher rate of participation by women than did other movements, in Russia 
or elsewhere.

Bundist women in the Russian Empire were not interested in forming 
groups made up exclusively of women, or which worked primarily on causes 
of particular interest to women, and seem to have believed that struggle for 
the general goals of the movement was of greater importance than struggle 
for their specifi c needs. Precisely because they were Marxists, Bundists of 
the czarist era would have been likely to argue that the oppression of Jewish 
working-class women was a result of the existing relation of production, and 
that the only way to overcome this oppression was by bringing into being a 
socialist society. Sheyne-Feygl Szapiro Michalewicz (Dina Blond),34 who led 
the YAF in the interwar years, reports that in the early years of the Bund, 
“Jewish women were fi ghters for others. Th ere was no diff erence between 
them and the men.”35

Th e fi rst individual known to have proposed that Bundist women make 
demands on behalf of their own needs, Khaim-Yankev Helfand, was male 
and did not make this suggestion until 1915.36 One document indicates that 
there was a “women’s division” of the Bund created in 1917—but no informa-
tion on its work has thus far come to light.37

. . .
Helfand’s suggestion was ultimately taken up by the Bund in interwar 
Poland, where the party generally operated under conditions quite diff erent 
from those under which it had operated in the Russian Empire. Th e single 
most important change in conditions involved the fact that the Bund had 
been illegal for most of the period during which it conducted work in Czar-
ist Russia, and that it was, though subject to harassment by the government, 
a legal political party in independent Poland. As a result, it no longer had as 
much need for individuals to take on roles that had earlier been played to 
a signifi cant degree by women. Th ere was, for example, rarely need for the 
Bund to maintain illegal print shops in interwar Poland, and rarely need for 
it to smuggle contraband into or out of the country.38
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Th ere were few women in the Polish Bund’s countrywide leadership. 
Th e one major exception to this generalization is Pesl Katelianski, a.k.a. Sara 
Szweber (ca. 1875–1966), a leading trade unionist and a member of the Cen-
tral Committee. She helped to develop the Bund’s political tactics during the 
interwar period. In 1938 she was the single female among the sixteen Bundists 
elected to the city council of Warsaw.39

Th ough Szweber was the only woman to hold a signifi cant position on 
the Bund’s countrywide governing body in Poland, a number of women 
played major roles on a local level. Esther Alter Iwińska (d. 1963)—whose 
brother, Victor Alter, was one of the Polish Bund’s most widely known fi g-
ures, and who had been active in Bundist aff airs since the beginning of the 
twentieth century—was elected to the Warsaw city council on the Bundist 
ticket in 1919 and in 1927.40 Esther Beyla (Bela) Szapiro (ca. 1891–ca. 1941) was 
head of the Bund in Lublin—a city of considerable importance—and served 
on its city council.41 Similarly, Anna Heller Rozental served for a portion of 
the interwar years as head of the Vilna Bund.42 Roza Eichner, a member of 
the Bund’s City Committee in Lodz, was elected to Lodz’s city council in the 
elections immediately preceding the beginning of the Second World War, 
as were seven male Bundists.43 Lastly, Rifk e Antman (b. 1908) was elected 
to the city council of Bialystok on the Bundist list in 1938.44 Nevertheless, 
the total number of women who played prominent political roles in or on 
behalf of the Bund either on the nationwide or on the regional level during 
the years between the two world wars was small. One Bundist, writing in the 
Bundist press in 1939, estimated that approximately 10 percent of those who 
had participated in party conferences or affi  liated trade unions at which he 
had been present were female.45 A list of activists who had served as contacts 
for the Polish Bund in the pre–World War II era, created in 1950, contains 293 
names. Fewer than twenty on the list are female.46 To be sure, the proportion 
of women in the party as a whole was larger than the proportion of activists 
or party leaders. But the proportion of female members of the Polish Bund—
no more than 26.6 percent in 1930—appears to have been signifi cantly smaller 
than that of the Russian Bund. Somewhat comparable non-Jewish parties—
such as the Social Democratic Party of Germany and the Communist Party 
of Germany—had even lower proportions of female members during this 
period.47 Th is fact notwithstanding, the percentage of female members in the 
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Polish Bund was neither large nor close to the proportion of women in the 
Jewish population. . . .
In the mid-1920s, the same period in which activists in the Polish Bund cre-
ated the SKIF and the Morgnshtern, the Central Committee of the Bund 
initiated the establishment of YAF and hoped that it would organize Jewish 
working-class women and, in particular, the wives of Jewish working men.48 
It was admitted from the outset that the Bund believed such an organization 
to be necessary because it thought that too few women were actively engaged 
in the party: “Th e separate women’s organization had to be created,” pro-
claimed the woman who headed YAF shortly aft er its establishment, “because 
the female worker still participates too little in the general movement” (“Di 
bazundere froyen-organizatsie hot . . . gemuzt bashafn vern tsulib dem veyl di 
arbeterin bateylikt zikh nokh tsu venik in der algemeyner bavegung”).49

Th e decision to form an organization of and for Jewish working women, 
made in 1925,50 originally encountered sharp opposition from women already 
active in the Bund, many of whom saw no need for it.51 However, the opposi-
tion of these female Bundists was overcome.

Sheyne-Feygl Szapiro Michalewicz (1887–1985), known in the Bundist 
movement as Dina Blond, served as the chair of the new organization.52 
Born in Vilna, Blond became an activist in the Bund immediately aft er the 
Russian Revolution of 1905. She was also active in trade union activities in 
the period preceding the First World War. Blond moved to Warsaw in 1920, 
where she continued to live until the beginning of the Second World War. She 
was married to Beynish Michalewicz (Yoysef Izbitski) (1876–1928), one of the 
most prominent leaders of the Bund and an activist in the TSYSHO. Blond 
wrote for many periodicals, at various points, including Di tsayt, Lebnsfragn, 
Arbeter-luakh, Foroys, and for the Warsaw-based Bundist daily newspaper. 
She was exceptionally active as a translator of literary works—from Russian, 
Polish, English, and German into Yiddish. While serving as the head of YAF, 
Blond also served as a member of the Warsaw City Committee of the Bund, 
and as editor of two features in the Naye folkstsaytung, one known as the 
“Women’s Corner” (Froyen-vinkl) and the other devoted to the international 
socialist movement.53 Blond was, in other words, a prominent fi gure not only 
in YAF but also in the party itself.
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Cipe Edelman served as YAF’s secretary from the time of the organi-
zation’s creation until her death in November 1937.54 She was, in addition, a 
member of YAF’s central administrative body.55 Born in 1887 into a wealthy 
family in Homel, Edelman became involved in a Bundist self-education circle 
when she was fourteen years old. She participated in a Bundist self-defense 
group in 1902, was arrested, and fl ed to Warsaw. She was involved with 
Bundist activities in Kiev during the Revolution of 1905, returned to War-
saw aft er its collapse, and remained active in the Bund, in Warsaw and else-
where, throughout the following years. Edelman is known, for example, to 
have acted as a liaison among local Bundist groupings during the First World 
War. Although reportedly among the most dedicated members of YAF, Edel-
man was by no means as infl uential a member of the Bundist movement as 
was Blond.56

Roza Eichner, who was born in Minsk in a well-to-do family, and who 
was already active in the Bund in the era of the Revolution of 1905, lived in 
Lodz in the interwar era, and was chair of the branch of YAF that operated 
in Lodz, a Bundist stronghold.57 She was, simultaneously, involved with the 
Lodz branch of SKIF, the Yiddish secular schools of that city, and the Bundist 
organization itself. Eichner was elected, at one point, to the Lodz City Com-
mittee of the Bund, and, at another point, to the city council of Lodz.

Ruta Batkhan Berman (1884–1942), like the other leading members of 
YAF described earlier, was involved with the Bund in the czarist era.58 She 
worked in TSYSHO schools from 1923–26 and, in later years, spoke regularly 
at YAF’s public meetings.59

Not all YAF members were of the older generation of Bundist activists. 
Rena Hister Hertz, a child of strictly orthodox parents, who received a tra-
ditional education, and who was, at various points in time, a member of the 
Central Committee of the Tsukunft , an employee of the Association of Jew-
ish Cooperatives, and a student at Warsaw’s Free University, was signifi cantly 
younger than the women mentioned above and was particularly active in YAF 
in the late 1930s.60 Gitl Skutelski and Ruta Rutman Perenson (1905–43)61—the 
latter of whom was, in the 1920s, a student in the drama school run under the 
auspices of the Kultur-lige—are also known to have been involved with YAF.62

In a statement issued in 1926—“What does the Society Jewish Worker-
Woman (YAF) want?”—the new organization reported that it had three goals: 
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(1) lift ing the intellectual and moral position of its members; (2) interesting its 
members in the life of the community; and (3) providing its members with a 
useful way to entertain themselves in their free time.63 Th e organization pro-
claimed that it was creating libraries, reading rooms, and educational societ-
ies, and that it was organizing courses, excursions, choruses, and concerts in 
furtherance of its goals. It underscored that the underlying purpose of these 
activities was to enable Jewish working-class women to stand on their own 
and to realize their own signifi cance and role in life.

In 1927, in the midst of an electoral campaign for the Vilna city council, 
the local branch of YAF issued a fl yer encouraging Jewish working women to 
vote for the Bundist list and demanding that the city council create free day-
care centers operating in the Yiddish language, build inexpensive housing for 
working people, and create jobs for the unemployed.64

Both before and aft er this appeal, YAF devoted considerable energy to 
the creation of day-care and other facilities for the young children of working 
mothers, popularly known in some circles as yasles.65 It succeeded in estab-
lishing such institutions under its own auspices in several cities. A “nutrition 
center” for the preschool-age children of poor and unemployed parents was 
opened in Lublin as early as the summer of 1926.66 Th ere were three YAF-run 
day-care centers operating simultaneously in Vilna in the late 1930s.67 In late 
1938, YAF reached out to those Polish Jewish families who had been forced 
to leave Germany, and provided care and supervision to their children from 
8 a.m. to 4 p.m. Th e children received three meals a day, and also received 
scholarships if needed.68

YAF also undertook to organize summer day camps for children, and is 
known to have initiated such an eff ort in Warsaw in the summer of 1927, at 
which up to two hundred children participated. Five hundred took part in 
the summer of 1928. Th e organization instituted a sliding scale for tuition for 
these camps, did not charge unemployed families, and was already operating 
at a defi cit just one year into its existence.69 In the late 1920s, the Warsaw YAF 
received a small subsidy from the municipality for its summer camps, which, 
like the subsidies for the Medem Sanatorium, was obtained as a result of the 
political activities of the Bundist members of the Warsaw city council.70 Th e 
members of YAF transformed the sessions at which it oriented the parents of 
camp participants into political events.
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But YAF, it should be underscored, was interested in far more than day 
care. YAF advocated dissemination of birth control information by creating 
a section devoted to “Propaganda for Conscious Motherhood” in Warsaw in 
1932.71 YAF also supported campaigns for equal pay for women, conducted 
numerous meetings at which general political aff airs and/or questions con-
sidered to have been of special interest to women were discussed, organized 
International Women’s Day celebrations,72 participated in May Day rallies, 
and attempted to mobilize its constituency on behalf of Bundist candidates 
in city council and Sejm elections.73 Late in its history, the Lodz YAF also 
created a retreat space for women in the countryside, at which working-class 
women could take vacations.74 Th e Bialystok branch organized excursions—
and combined politics with recreation by including a moment of silence for 
the fallen defenders of the Spanish Republic during one such trip.75

By March 1927 there were YAF-affi  liated groups in nine Polish cities.76 A 
year later, YAF reported that the total size of its membership had increased 
by 30 percent, and that it had created a special section devoted to the defense 
of Jewish working-class children.77 An unpublished memorandum written by 

9. Naptime at the A. Litvak Day Care Center, which was run by YAF, Vilna, 1934. From 
the Archives of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, New York, RG 120, PO 5373



Th e Bundist Women’s Organization | 93

Bundists in New York in 1937 asserted that YAF had branches throughout 
Poland.78 YAF, however, remained a small group. In 1929, its total number of 
members was 616.79 Moreover, the number of YAF members who formally 
joined the Bund was smaller still. Th e Warsaw branch of YAF boasted con-
siderable growth in the 1930s.80 In mid-1935, the Vilna YAF publicly noted that 
it had around one hundred members.81 But in Vilna—and apparently in the 
other Polish cities as well—YAF found it hard to build its membership. At the 
beginning of 1939, the Bund’s Warsaw branch had 3,159 members, sixty-two 
of whom were also members of the Warsaw YAF.82 Th ough YAF as a whole 
may well have grown in the late 1930s—a published report of the Lodz YAF 
written in 1938 indicates that a recruitment drive had brought ninety-three 
new members into its local branch83—and though the total number of mem-
bers of YAF on the eve of the Second World War was all but certainly a large 
multiple of the number of YAF members who were in the Bund, it is telling 
that YAF, unlike SKIF or Morgnshtern, never published a periodical of its 
own, is only known to have organized a Poland-wide conference of female 
Bundists on one occasion—and that it convened that meeting only aft er the 
Central Committee of the Bund in Poland had declared that the organizing 
of a countrywide secretariat for YAF was a party priority.84

One reason why the Bund had more diffi  culty in organizing women in 
interwar Poland than it had had in Czarist Russia revolved around the con-
stituency which YAF approached. Th e women who the Bund succeeded in 
organizing in the Russian Empire, and who had made up a signifi cant portion 
of its rank-and-fi le membership during that era, were generally young, sin-
gle, and employed. YAF, however, targeted a somewhat diff erent sector of the 
female population: those who were married, who were mothers, and/or did 
not work outside the home. Th ough it made use of volunteer organizers who 
went from household to household, YAF’s activists found that the women 
they approached, who were generally very poor and had little exposure to the 
culture of the world at large, were oft en overburdened or had diffi  culty grasp-
ing the organization’s purpose.85

But mothers and home workers were not the only groups of women that 
YAF (and the Polish Bund) had trouble attracting in signifi cant numbers. 
In the months immediately preceding the beginning of the Second World 
War, leaders of the Bund and of YAF debated the reasons why there were so 
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few women in leading positions in the party.86 Th e Bundist educator Khayim 
Kazdan created a stir by asserting in the pages of the Naye folkstsaytung 
in 1939 that the fact that women were underrepresented in the Polish Bund 
could be attributed to the degree to which Polish Jewish women had become 
assimilated.87 Polish Jewish women, Kazdan claimed, were more assimi-
lated both linguistically and culturally than were their male counterparts. 
Many Jewish women, he continued, educated in Polish schools, did not read 
Yiddish, and were indiff erent to the Jewish sphere. Th ey were, therefore, he 
implied, not as inclined to become active in a Jewish political party as were 
their male peers.

YAF activists, however, while agreeing with Kazdan’s assertion that there 
were relatively few women in the Polish Bund’s leading entities, off ered quite 
diff erent explanations for why and how this situation had come about. In an 
article entitled “Where Are the Women?” Dina Blond replied to Kazdan by 
arguing that the characteristics needed by leaders of a legal political party 
such as the Polish Bund—for instance, ambition and a willingness to put 
oneself forth—did not refl ect the “essence” of women as much as did the char-
acteristics needed by party workers when, in the czarist years, the Bund had 
been an illegal movement.88 Blond pointed out, in support of her contention, 
that there were not only very few women in leading positions in the party, 
but also very few women in the highest-ranking positions within the Bund’s 
youth movement.

Ruta Batkhan Berman also took part in this public discussion and con-
tended that over the course of generations, women had come to underestimate 
themselves and, conversely, had come to believe too much in the abilities of 
their male counterparts. She also noted that women sensed that male com-
rades did not have much faith in the abilities of women, and that this rein-
forced their feeling of inferiority.89 To Berman, it was precisely because of this 
problem that YAF was needed. When women are in their own organization, 
she argued, they feel themselves to be among equals, and this begins the pro-
cess of increasing belief in oneself. Over time, she concluded, as a result of 
their experience in YAF, women would take more active roles than they had 
taken in the past.

Other readers of Naye folktsaytung also chimed in.90 One reader from 
Lodz was critical of Kazdan’s reasoning and proposed that the roles played by 
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women in the Bund ought to be explained not so much by purported assimi-
lation as by economic and political factors.91 Th is reader noted that although 
changed economic conditions made it necessary for women to earn money, 
men had not changed their sense of women’s responsibilities. Th us, the bur-
dens on women had increased: Th ey needed to work both in their homes and 
outside of them. But, this reader asserted, the general rate of participation 
of women in meetings and gatherings was—nevertheless—not lower than 
was the rate of male participation. How then could the low proportion of 
female leaders in the movement be explained? Over hundreds of years, Jewish 
women had lived in an intellectual ghetto. Neither the milieu in which they 
lived nor the women themselves had believed that women were called to take 
part in the life of society. Th e psychology of women had not changed since 
that era—and as a result, Jewish working-class women were still restrained, 
modest, and bashful. Th e reader continued: “She does not have a great belief 
in her own forces and therefore cannot break a path through to the foremost 
positions of party life.” Moreover, since men had not changed, they continued 
to believe that they, and not women, were called to lead party life.

A second reader, who was thirty-one, childless, born in Poland, and 
apparently a widow, noted that at one time she had been employed while 
her partner had not, and that during that period her partner had cleaned 
their home while she was at work. Th ey had gone together to various kinds of 
events, had read together, and shared thoughts with one another. Th e writer 
of this letter, understanding that her situation diff ered from that of women 
with children, noted that in households in which children were present, 
things could be arranged so that the woman went out sometimes and the 
man at other times. She commented that those male comrades who said that 
women did not want to interest themselves with societal work had probably 
chosen women “whose heads are fi lled with all kinds of foolishness”—and she 
blamed the male comrades for such a state of aff airs. If, she underscored, a 
man always left  his wife alone with the children in order to go off  to the union 
or to socialize with friends, if a man did not read the newspaper with his wife, 
if he did not explain to her the source of her troubles, who could be surprised 
by his wife’s turn to religiosity as a mechanism by which to ease her pain?92

Th is discussion within Bundist circles exposed signifi cant diff erences of 
opinion concerning both the nature of the role played by women in the Bund 
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and how that role could be explained. Th e matter was unresolved at the time 
that the Second World War began.93

However, it seems to be the case that all those involved in the Bund gen-
erally agreed that the proportion of women in party leadership was lower 
than was their proportion in the population, and most acknowledged that 
YAF had not broken through to a mass audience.. . .
Even in the late 1930s, YAF was not the only Bundist-oriented organization 
that remained small. Th e loosely structured Bundist organization for uni-
versity students—known as Ringen in Yiddish and as Ogniwo in Polish—was 
very small throughout the years of its existence, including the period when 
the Bund itself was growing in strength.94 However, the failure of Ringen to 
attract large numbers of members and the failure of YAF to do so are of dra-
matically diff erent signifi cance.

Not many Polish Jews had an opportunity to attend an institution of 
higher education in the 1930s.95 Th ose Jews who did attend universities in 
Poland in the interwar years, moreover, were likely to have been fl uent speak-
ers of Polish (in a period when many Polish Jews were not), were more accul-
turated than were most Jewish workers, and were also more likely to come 
from bourgeois households than from poor or working-class families.

One of the manifestations of the rise of anti-Semitism in Poland in the 
1930s was the imposition of measures designed to limit the numbers of Jewish 
students able to attend Polish universities. Agitation on behalf of a numerus 
clausus (a quota on the number of Jews admitted), the introduction of segre-
gated seating for Jewish students in university classrooms, and repeated vio-
lent attacks by right-wing Polish students on their Jewish classmates, all had 
an impact on the numbers of Jews who attended universities in Poland in the 
years immediately preceding the beginning of the Second World War.

Arcadius Kahan—the son of the Bundist leader Virgily Kahan—who 
attended university in Vilna in the 1930s, reports that “the overall enroll-
ment of Jewish students” at Stefan Batory University “reached its highest 
point around 1929–30, when 882 students declared Yiddish and eight students 
declared Hebrew as their mother tongue out of a total of 3,336 students at 
the university.” However, “Th e subsequent years witnessed a lessening in the 
number and share of Jewish students, declining to six hundred out of about 
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four thousand by the late 1930s.”96 Th ere were similar declines in the enroll-
ment of Jewish students in other Polish universities during this period. Th e 
proportion of Polish university students who were Jewish decreased from 24.3 
percent in the academic year 1921–22, to 14.9 percent in 1934–35, and decreased 
yet again to 9.9 percent in 1937–38.97 Th ere were, in total, only 4,113 Jewish uni-
versity students in Poland in the last school year preceding the beginning of 
the war.98

To be sure, some young Polish Jews who were raised in bourgeois fami-
lies, such as Abraham Chwoinik, whose father was the owner of a successful 
leather factory, were active in Ringen.99 In addition, a small number of indi-
viduals who grew up in Bundist homes succeeded in being admitted to Pol-
ish universities. Alexander and Victor Erlich (both of whom served briefl y, 
at various points, as chairmen of Ringen), the sons of Henryk Erlich and of 
Sophia Dubnow-Erlich, are prominent cases in point.100 Neither Chwoinik 
nor Alexander Erlich nor Victor Erlich, however, was typical of Polish Jews 
of his generation.101 In the Polish context, Ringen had no chance of attract-
ing large numbers of members and did not expect to do so. Th e Warsaw City 
Committee of the Bund was suffi  ciently interested in Jewish university stu-
dents to delegate a representative to the Ringen circle, which was active in 
the Polish capital city in the 1930s.102 Nevertheless, Jewish university students 
were never part of the Bund’s core constituency.103

But the same cannot be said about Jewish working-class women. Th e 
latter were an essential and substantial portion of the population needed by 
the Bund to achieve its electoral and other goals. Th us the fact that Ringen 
did not grow at a rate comparable to the rates attained by the Tsukunft  or 
Morgnshtern, and that it remained small in size throughout its years of exis-
tence, is neither surprising nor important in assessing the prospects of the 
Polish Bund. Th e fact that YAF’s trajectory was more like that of Ringen than 
like that of the Tsukunft , however, is rather revealing. YAF’s lack of success 
underscores that the Bund could not break through on all fronts, and strongly 
suggests that there was a ceiling beyond which the Bund was unable to climb. 
Bundist counterculture had its limits.
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Conclusion

T h e  J e w i sh  Wor k e r s’  Bu n d, which was supported by only a limited 
proportion of Polish Jewry at the beginning of the 1920s, grew in power 
quite markedly over the course of the interwar period. Th e augmentation 
in the Bund’s power was both presaged and fostered by an increase in the 
size of certain of the movements most closely affi  liated with the Bund, 
notably the Tsukunft , SKIF, and Morgnshtern. Th e increase in the sizes of 
these movements began in the 1920s and seems, in some especially notable 
cases, to have gained momentum over time. Th e Tsukunft , among the most 
important of the movements in the Bundist constellation, had some three 
thousand or so members in 1924, fi ve thousand members in 1925, close to 
ten thousand adherents in 1930, and over twelve thousand members in 1939.1 
SKIF, which was not established until the mid-1920s, grew from an entity 
with twenty-two hundred members in 1930, to one of almost thirty-fi ve 
hundred in 1931, and fi ve thousand in the mid-1930s.2 It claimed to have 
more than ten thousand members on the eve of the Second World War.3 
Th e Bundist movement for physical education, founded in the same year 
as was SKIF, had approximately twenty-fi ve hundred members in 1927 (six 
months aft er the creation of its central coordinating body), four thousand 
members in 1929, forty-fi ve hundred in 1933, fi ve thousand members in 1934, 
and may have had as many as eight thousand in 1937.4 Th e Medem Sana-
torium, fi nally, increased the maximum number of children it was able to 
serve at any one time from seventy in the mid-1920s to 160 in 1932 and to 
two hundred in the mid-1930s. It expected that it would serve up to three 
hundred children at a time in the summer of 1939—and was fi lling only a 
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small fraction of the requests made for admittance.5 Th e sanatorium also 
sharply increased the total number of clients it served each year between its 
opening and its eventual closing.

Th ere is concrete evidence that young people regularly graduated from 
SKIF into the Tsukunft , and that signifi cant numbers of Polish Jewish youth 
graduated from the Tsukunft  into the Bund.6 Th ere were reportedly more 
than one thousand one-time Tsukunft istn entering the Bund every year in 
the period leading up to the Second World War.7 By 1939, one-time mem-
bers of the Tsukunft  were playing leading roles in its parent party. No fewer 
than fi ve of the sixteen Bundists elected to the Warsaw city council in the last 
election to be held before the war—Jerzy Gliksman, Yoysef Gutgold, Zalmen 
Likhtnshteyn, Emanuel Scherer, and Nakhman Shafran—had been active in 
the Tsukunft  at various points in time. At least one of the Bundists elected 
to the Lodz city council in 1938, Hersh Mayzner, had also been a Tsukunft ist 
during an earlier period in his life.8

Th e electoral victories obtained by the Bundist party in the period 1936–
39 came in the wake of successes achieved over a longer time span by a num-
ber of movements and institutions closely affi  liated with that party. It is by no 
means the case that the successes of Bundist peripheral organizations were 
the primary cause of the eventual political successes of the Bund. But the 
growth of certain of these peripheral organizations in the 1920s and early 
1930s was an indicator of the potential of Bundist institutions and may have 
directly contributed to the victories achieved by the party’s candidates in the 
years immediately preceding the start of World War II.

Th us, some of the arguments made by Ezra Mendelsohn and Antony 
Polonsky appear to be open to reconsideration, such as the one suggesting 
that electoral victories by the Bund in city council and Jewish communal 
elections in the late 1930s ought not to be taken as suggestive of longer-term 
trends.9 Th e success of Bundist candidates in 1936–39 was not an aberration. 
It was not even particularly surprising given the growth in the breadth of 
constituent components of the Bundist constellation that had gone on over a 
number of years preceding 1936. Th e increases in the size of the party’s chil-
dren’s movement, youth movement, and physical education movement led to 
an increase in the total number of people who had had positive experiences 
in its entities (either directly or via members of their families) and helps to 
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explain why more people voted for Bundist candidates in city council and 
Jewish community council elections in the late 1930s than in earlier years.

Th e fact that the Tsukunft , SKIF, and Morgnshtern all underwent growth 
spurts beginning in the 1920s undermines the hypotheses of some of those 
who attributed the Bund’s electoral successes primarily to political events that 
took place in the late 1930s. Th e increasing intensity of anti-Semitism (and the 
Bundist response to that challenge), on the one hand, and disillusionment 
with the Zionist movement on the other, may well have led some voters to 
the Bund. But the 1938 dissolution of the Communist Party of Poland cannot 
explain the increases in the Bund’s electoral strength in 1936.

Th e alternative explanation of the rise in the electoral power of the Bund 
provided by Pickhan—that is, that changes in the socioeconomic structure 
of Polish Jewry led to an increase in the size of the Jewish trade unions, and 
that the increased power of these unions, in turn, provides an indication of 
a major change in consciousness (ultimately benefi cial to the Bund)—is far 
more credible than are explanations revolving around current events. Pick-
han focuses on an alleged threefold increase in the total of Polish Jewish trade 
union members from 1930 to 1939.10 However, Shmuel Zygielbaum, a promi-
nent Bundist who served at one point as secretary of a major Polish Jewish 
trade union confederation, the National Council of Professional Class Unions 
in Poland (Land-rat fun di profesionele klasn-fareynen in poyln),11 and whose 
most important piece on Jewish trade unions in Poland, written in 1939, is 
cited extensively by Pickhan, notes that the Land-rat did not steadily increase 
in size in the 1920s and early 1930s.12 Indeed, Zygielbaum points out that the 
total membership of the Polish Jewish trade unions—which, he states, had 
already reached fi ft y thousand at one relatively early point aft er the establish-
ment of the independent Polish state—dipped under that fi gure during the 
worst periods of the “critical years” that began in 1928–29.13 Zygielbaum sug-
gests that the Land-rat, the only Polish Jewish trade union movement closely 
aligned with the Bund, did not begin a rapid increase in its size until 1935–36.14 
Similarly, Sara Szweber, another prominent Bundist who had also served as 
secretary of the Land-rat at one time, indicated in 1937 that a series of splits 
and attempted splits engineered by Communists in 1924–26 and again from 
1928–35 helped to explain why the Land-rat had trouble amassing additional 
members in the 1920s and in the fi rst half of the following decade.15
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Th e growth of the Jewish trade union movement from 1935–36 until Sep-
tember 1939 was certainly very impressive. Th e Land-rat represented slightly 
fewer than seventy-two thousand Jewish members in 1937 and had more than 
ninety-nine thousand in 1939.16 Bundists dominated many of its individual 
unions.17 However, the rise of the Tsukunft , SKIF, and Morgnshtern were har-
bingers of a Bundist upswing. Th e most signifi cant increases in the size of the 
union movement occurred more or less simultaneously with the rise in the 
voting strength of the Bund, not (as Pickhan seemingly would have it) before 
that rise in voting strength had manifested itself.18

If, however, the successes of the Tsukunft , SKIF, and Morgnshtern (and 
of Bundist-oriented trade unions) suggest that in the late 1930s the Bund had 
reason to think that it would continue to grow over time, the failure of the 
YAF ought to have given it pause. Th e Bund and its peripheral organizations 
fostered values and ideas that diff ered sharply from those fanned by Catho-
lic-dominated Polish institutions and by Polish Jewish religious authorities. 
Bundists in Poland succeeded to a notable degree in wooing children and 
youth and in fostering a distinctive counterculture. But the counterculture 
did not appeal to everyone. YAF’s inability to attract substantial numbers of 
Jewish working women indicates that the growth of the Bund as a political 
force—despite the upsurge in the sizes of Tsukunft , SKIF, Morgnshtern, and 
the Land-rat—was likely to have reached a ceiling at some point. Th e reach of 
Bundist counterculture went only so far.

Contrary to the contentions of Bernard Johnpoll and Antony Polonsky, 
the politics of the Bund were not “the politics of futility.”19 Claims made by 
some Bundists, particularly in the post-World War II era, that the Jewish pop-
ulation of Poland chose the Bund as its sheliakh-tsibur (emissary on behalf 
of the community) or that the Bund “was chosen by the majority of Jews to 
lead the fi ght of and for the Jewish masses” overstate the case.20 However, 
it is not true that the Bund failed as a political party in interwar Poland. It 
achieved notable victories not only in cultural and educational fi elds but also 
on the political front, and its electoral victories increased in intensity and in 
frequency as the interwar period went on. And yet the Bund did not attain 
hegemony across the board. Its counterculture was, at the end of the day, only 
partially successful.
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Notes

Introduction

1. Th e Bund has received a fair amount of attention from the scholarly world. Th ere have 
been any number of studies devoted to the Bund’s development in Russia and a somewhat 
more modest number of academic works focused on the Bund in interwar Poland. Particularly 
notable academic books dealing with the Bund in the Czarist Empire include Ezra Mendel-
sohn, Class Struggle in the Pale: Th e Formative Years of the Jewish Workers’ Movement in Tsarist 
Russia (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1970); Henry J. Tobias, Th e Jewish Bund in Russia: 
From Its Origins to 1905 (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford Univ. Press, 1972); Jonathan Frankel, Proph-
ecy and Politics: Socialism, Nationalism and the Russian Jews, 1862–1917 (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge Univ. Press, 1981); Moshe Mishkinsky, Reshit tenuat ha-poalim ha-yehudit be-rusyah: 
megamot yesod (Tel Aviv: Ha-kibutz Ha-meuchad, 1981); Yoav Peled, Class and Ethnicity in 
the Pale: Th e Political Economy of Jewish Workers’ Nationalism in Late Imperial Russia (New 
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1989); Joshua D. Zimmerman, Poles, Jews, and the Politics of National-
ity: Th e Bund and the Polish Socialist Party in Late Tsarist Russia, 1892–1914 (Madison, Wis.: 
Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 2004), and Claudie Weill, Les cosmopolites: Socialisme et judéité en 
Russie (1897–1917) (Paris: Éditions Syllepse, 2004). Books that discuss the Bund in the era of the 
Bolshevik Revolution include Zvi Gitelman, Jewish Nationality and Soviet Politics: Th e Jewish 
Sections of the CPSU, 1917–1930 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univ. Press, 1972) and Arye Gelbard, 
Der jüdische Arbeiter-Bund Russlands im Revolutionsjahr 1917, Ludwig Boltzmann Institut 
für Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung, Materialen zur Arbeiterbewegung, vol. 26 (Vienna: 
Europaverlag, 1982). Books focusing on the Bund in interwar Poland include Bernard K. John-
poll, Th e Politics of Futility: Th e General Jewish Workers Bund of Poland, 1917–1943 (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell Univ. Press, 1967); Zvi Barzilai, Tenuat ha-bund be-polin ben shete milhamot ha-olam 
(Jerusalem: Carmel, 1994); and Gertrud Pickhan, “Gegen den Strom”: Der Allgemeine Jüdis-
che Arbeiterbund “Bund” in Polen 1918–1939, Schrift en des Simon-Dubnow Instituts Leipzig, 
vol. 1 (Stuttgart, Munich: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 2001). Two edited volumes—Jack Jacobs, 
ed., Jewish Politics in Eastern Europe: Th e Bund at 100 (New York: New York Univ. Press, in 
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association with the Jewish Historical Institute, Warsaw, 2001), and Zvi Gitelman, ed., Th e 
Emergence of Modern Jewish Politics: Bundism and Zionism in Eastern Europe, Pitt Series in 
Russian and East European Studies (Pittsburgh, Pa.: Univ. of Pittsburgh Press, 2003)—contain 
chapters on both the Russian and the Polish periods of the Bund’s history, as do Henri Min-
czeles’s Histoire générale du Bund: un mouvement révolutionnaire juif (Paris: Denol, 1999) and 
Yosef Gorny’s Converging Alternatives: Th e Bund and the Zionist Labor Movement, 1897–1985 
(Albany, N.Y.: State Univ. of New York [SUNY] Press, 2006).

2. Pickhan, “Gegen den Strom,” 206.
3. See, for example, Antony Polonsky, “Th e Bund in Polish Political Life, 1935–1939,” in 

Jewish History: Essays in Honour of Chimen Abramsky, ed. Ada Rapoport-Albert and Steven 
J. Zipperstein (London: Peter Halban, 1988), 571–72; and Antony Polonsky, “Th e New Jewish 
Politics and its Discontents,” in Emergence of Modern Jewish Politics, ed. Gitelman, 36–37.

4. In the elections of 1919, in which Bundist candidates won precisely 16,366 votes in 
Congress Poland, candidates of the Temporary Jewish National Council (which was domi-
nated by General Zionists) received around 180,000 votes, candidates running on an Ortho-
dox list won 97,000 votes, Folkist candidates received 59,000, and those of the Poalei Zion, 
27,000 (Ezra Mendelsohn, Zionism in Poland: Th e Formative Years, 1915–1926 [New Haven: 
Yale Univ. Press, 1981], 108–9). Th ough schisms within the Folkist and Poalei Zion parties 
eventually sapped their electoral strength, both the General Zionist movement and Agudes 
Yisroel (representing an Orthodox constituency) won seats in other specifi c Sejm elections 
as well. See M. Balberyszki, “Volkism and the Volksparty,” in Struggle for Tomorrow: Modern 
Political Ideologies of the Jewish People, ed. Basil J. Vlavianos and Feliks Gross (New York: 
Arts, Inc., 1954), 241–42; Mark W. Kiel, “Th e Ideology of the Folks-Partey,” Soviet Jewish 
Aff airs 5, no. 2 (1975): 76; Isaac Lewin, Th e Jewish Community in Poland: Historical Essays 
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1985), 200–214; Gershon C. Bacon, “Agudat Israel in Inter-
war Poland,” in Th e Jews of Poland Between Two World Wars, ed. Yisrael Gutman, Ezra Men-
delsohn, Jehuda Reinharz, and Chone Shmeruk (Hanover, N.H.: Univ. Press of New England, 
1989), 24 and passim.

5. J[acob] S. Hertz, “Der bund in umophengikn poyln, 1918–1925,” in Di geshikhte fun bund, 
ed. [Sophia] Dubnow-Erlich, J[acob] S. Hertz, Kh[ayim] Sh[loyme] Kazdan, and E[manuel] 
Scherer [Sherer] (New York: Farlag unzer tsayt, 1972), 4:30–32; Johnpoll, Politics of Futility, 85.

6. Mordekhay V. Bernshteyn, “Der ‘bund’ in poyln,” in Yorbukh, ed. Shimen Federbush 
(New York: Velt federatsie fun poylishe yidn, Amerikaner ekzekutiva, 1964), 1:184; Johnpoll, 
Politics of Futility, 128–29; Hertz, “Der bund in umophengikn poyln, 1918–1925,” 4:36. One 
scholar comments “Th e electoral system strongly favoured the Zionist parties, for, in the con-
stituencies where Jewish lists obtained one or more seats, Zionist sympathizers were more 
numerous than in the country as a whole. Th is is clearly demonstrated by the 1922 (and later) 
election results.” Joseph Marcus, Social and Political History of the Jews in Poland, 1919–1939, 
Studies in the Social Sciences (Berlin, New York: Mouton Publishers, 1983), 263. See Mendel-
sohn, Zionism in Poland, 218, for the votes received by other Jewish lists in this election.
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S. Hertz, “Der bund in umophengikn poyln, 1926–1932,” in Di geshikhte fun bund (New York: 
Farlag unzer tsayt, 1981), 5:18–21.

8. Bernshteyn, “Der ‘bund’ in poyln,” 185; Johnpoll, Politics of Futility, 167. Th e Bund boy-
cotted Sejm elections in 1935 and 1938, as did a number of other parties. Jacob S. Hertz, Di 
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counter culture. Cf. Roni Gechtman, “Yidisher Sotsializm: Th e Origin and Contexts of the Jew-
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bundistn, ed. Jacob S. Hertz [New York: Farlag unzer tsayt, 1968], 3:44). Th e prehistory and 
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5. Th e history of the Bund’s relationships to both the Comintern and to the LSI is 
reviewed, from a Bundist perspective, by Emanuel Nowogrodzki, Th e Jewish Labor Bund in 
Poland: From its Emergence as an Independent Political Party Until the Beginning of World War 
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 In addition to those one-time members of the Tsukunft  who affi  liated fi rst with the 
Komtsukunft  and later with the communist movement, there was another group of Tsukun-
ft istn who associated themselves with the communist movement via a slightly diff erent road. 
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itself and entered the communist youth association (which was affi  liated with the Commu-
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artuski ondenk-bukh (Tel Aviv: Farlag “lebns-fragn,” 1976), 45.
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principles of the Communist Youth International.

8. “Yugnt-bund ‘tsukunft ’ in poyln” (ca. 1928), Bund Archives, RG 1400 (hereaft er referred 
to as Bund Archives), MG 9-258, YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, New York (hereaft er 
referred to as YIVO Archives).

9. Th e members of the Bund disagreed strongly about whether to join the LSI. Th e mem-
bers of the Tsukunft , in turn, were also divided over this issue. As a result of the Bund deciding 
to join the LSI, seventy or so Tsukunft istn broke away from the Tsukunft  in 1930 and created an 
organization of their own, the Left  Tsukunft . “Tsu ale mitglider fun ‘tsukunft ,’” fl yer, Warsaw, 
Aug. 9, 1930, Bund Archives, MG 9-290.

 In the period leading up to the Tsukunft ’s sixth conference, the Tsukunft ’s Central 
Committee considered two very diff erent resolutions on the question of affi  liation with the 
Socialist Youth International. Nine members ultimately voted in favor of a resolution that 
advocated joining that international body. Four voted in favor of an alternative resolution 
that was critical of the Socialist Youth International (Yugnt-bund “tsukunft ” in poyln. Tsen-
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 Th e fact that the Tsukunft  affi  liated with the Socialist Youth International six years later 
than the Bund had affi  liated with the LSI should not be taken as suggesting that the views of 
the Tsukunft istn diff ered sharply from those of the Bundists. Th e fi ft h conference of the Tsu-
kunft  took place in 1929, before the Bund had resolved to join the LSI. Th e sixth conference, 
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geshikhte fun a yugnt, 507.
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fi gure in the Zionist Socialist Workers’ Party in the czarist era, was one of the founders of the 
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Bund in the mid-1930s, a polemical article by Henryk Erlich dating from 1935 (and written aft er 
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“left ” and too little “national” for Lestchinsky. H[enryk] Erlich, “Der ‘forverts’ un der ‘bund,’” 
in Der “ forverts” un der “bund” (New York: Bundisher klub in nu york, 1935), 18].

12. P. Shvarts, “Vos dertseylt unz di ankete fun yugnt-bund ‘tsukunft ’?” Yugnt-veker 9, 
no. 14 (July 1, 1930): 10.

13. Th e proportion of girls and of young women who reported that they prayed (5 percent 
of those surveyed) was far smaller. Lestschinsky, Di yidishe arbeter-yugnt in poyln, 18.

14. Th e younger the age of the respondent, moreover, the greater the diff erential. Of the 
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 Th ere are a number of plausible explanations as to why the youngest respondents were 
more likely than others to report that they prayed. Th e most probable, I suspect, is that while 
both younger and older respondents were likely to have been raised in more-or-less observant 
households, members of the younger demographic group were less likely to rebel against their 
parents than were older teens.
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Warsaw Morgnshtern and a writer of the weekly sport page in the Naye folkstsaytung), Moses 
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pong”) devotees don’t get enough fresh air, he continued. Th ey ought to skate or sled instead of 
devoting so much time to an indoor game. Moreover, he noted, the rise of the so-called sport 
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130 | Notes to Pages 58–59
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in miedzeszyn,” in Medem-sanatorie-bukh, ed. Kazdan, 39.
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“A mitglid fun der sanatorie-farvaltung dertseylt,” in Medem-sanatorie-bukh, 157]. Cf. the 
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20. Kh[ayim] Sh[loyme] Kazdan, “Yoysef brumberg,” in Medem-sanatorie-bukh, 

299–301.
21. Among those who taught at the sanatorium at various points in time in the 1920s and/

or 1930s were: Yisroyel Biber, Mendl Blumental, Miriyam Brumberg-Gavenda, Motl Gilinski, 
Reyzl Graievski, Hershl Grinboym, Beti Gumener-Nutkevitsh, Zisl Gutman, Liuba Kantoro-
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22. Motl Gilinski, Graievski, Kats, Yitzkhok Man, Mandelbroyt, Pishtshatsher-Man, 
Pludermakher-Vaysbrot, Segalovitsh-Kats, and Trupianski were all graduates of the seminary. 
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medem un di yidish-veltlekhe shul,” in Vladimir medem tsum tsvantsikstn yortsayt [New York: 
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Pedagogical Council. Both Bundists and non-Bundists taught at the seminary (Arthur Lermer, 
“Zikhroynes vegn dem vilner lerer-seminar,” in Un dokh—dem morgnroyt antkegn. Eseyen [Tel 
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25. Kazdan, “Di medem-sanatorie in miedzeszyn,” 56.
26. Gilinski, “Medem-sanatorie. Fun oyfb li—bizn heylikn umkum,” 32.
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31. Th e dispute involving the Medem Sanatorium and a Communist-dominated trade 

union representing certain members of its staff  was regularly reported on (from a Bundist per-
spective) in the party’s Warsaw-based newspaper. See, for example, “Onfal fun komunistn oyf 
der medem-sanatorie,” Naye folkstsaytung (Dec. 5, 1930): 2; “Vos azoyns kumt for in medem-
sanatorie?” ibid. (Dec. 7, 1930): 4; “Vos hert zikh in der medem-sanatorie?” ibid. (Dec. 8, 1930): 
5; “Derklerung fun der medem-sanatorie,” ibid. (Dec. 9, 1930): 5; “Makht a sof tsu di komunis-
tishe shand-tatn!” ibid. (Dec. 15, 1930): 4; “Derklerung fun pedagogish-meditsinishn personel 
in medem-sanatorie,” ibid. (Dec. 15, 1930): 5.

32. For a contemporary account of events written from a perspective sympathetic to 
the sanatorium, see the fl yer titled “Tsu di yidishe arbetndike masn,” signed by the “Yidishe 
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shul-organizatsie hoyptfarvaltung,” Algemeyner Yidisher Arbeyter Bund in Lite, Poylen, un 
Rusland ‘Bund’ Collection, folder 326, International Institute of Social History, Amsterdam. 
A non-Bundist newspaper, Haynt, reported that shots were fi red both by the strikers and by 
those defending the sanatorium, and that it had not been determined who had fi red fi rst (“A 
nayer onfal oyf di medem-sanatorie,” Haynt, Feb. 13, 1931). Th is account was not confi rmed by 
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the fi rst three-and-a-half years of its existence. Just over 1,000 of these children had parents 
who were skilled workers (of whom the single largest numbers were in the garment, leather, 
and food industries). Two hundred fi ft y children had parents who were clerical employees. Th e 
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Glossary

aliya: immigration by Jews to the Land of Israel
batkhonim: wedding entertainers
davened: prayed
doikeyt: “hereness”; the idea, supported by the Polish Bund, that Jews ought to focus 

on improving their lot in Poland rather than on evacuation or the promotion of 
organized, mass emigration

Evsektsiia: the Jewish Section of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
felker-has: hatred of other peoples
gmina: schools of the Jewish community
kehiles: organized Jewish religious communities
khalemoyed peysakh: the intermediate days of Passover
kheder, pl. khedorim: a traditional, privately funded Jewish primary-level religious 

school
kheyder-yinglekh: young male students in traditional Jewish religious schools
klezmorim: musicians
mishtayns gezogt: of whom some think so highly
naye mentshn: new people
sheliakh-tsibur: traditionally, a representative of the Jewish community acting as its 

emissary in its negotiations with God (used here to refer to a party speaking on 
behalf of the Jewish community to the non-Jewish society)

shtetlekh: towns or villages in Eastern Europe in which Jews lived
talmud toyre: an elementary school for Jewish boys providing religious instruction; 

typically funded by the Jewish community
tsveyer: the “twos”; as used here, an adherent of the left -wing faction of the Polish 

Bund
yasles: day-care centers
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