
The Righteous and Polish memory 
Interview to Konstanty Gebert 
 
What do you think of the broadening of Memory from the Holocaust Righteous to 
the moral figures who have opposed totalitarianism and genocides all over the 
world, also nowadays? 
 
It is important to include in the memory of the Righteous other individuals who 
hold the same moral greatness and have run the same risks to rescue other 
people. The regime they rebel against, be it Nazi, Communist or nationalist, is not 
very important. The important thing is the moral sovereignty of the individual 
who opposes the oppression of violence. Thus I believe that other exemplary 
figures certainly belong to the same category as the Holocaust Righteous. Having 
said this, there is an important debate on this topic: is the Holocaust like any 
other genocide? Yes and no. It is certainly a genocide, but its impact is 
unparalleled by the other genocides.  
 
I sit possible to conceive a Garden of the Righteous Worldwide for current Poland? 
We mean a garden such as the one of Milan, which remembers both the 
Holocaust Righteous and the fighters against Communism, like in the imaginary 
Warsaw Garden we set up in We For. 
 
It is certainly possible to conceive such a Garden in Poland: the Country can 
welcome it. This is why it is important to overcome the conflicts among the 
various memories. 
 
Nowadays Poland witnesses a growing interest in the Holocaust Righteous. How 
do you explain this phenomenon? 
 
The discussion has a long history. An interest in the Holocaust Rughteous has 
always esiste, it has though been rather ambiguous: for instance there are many 
Polish Righteous who have refused Yad Vashem’s recognition out of fear of their 
neighbours’ reaction, of being considered as traitors who helped the Jews, thus as 
enemies, or fear that the other people would believe they had received money 
from the Jews and could become the target of robberies. 
All this has been the effect of a deeply rooted anti-Semitism. 
 
Differently from what happened under Communism, can this interest pave the 
way to a discussion in National Memory? Will it enable the Country to face Polish 
anti-Semitism? 
 
In Poland the memory of the Righteous has been used to counterbalance the anti-
Semitic past: there were many Righteous in Poland – Yad Vashem counted more 
than 6,000 – and also many villains. The former don’t exclude the latter, in my 
opinion calculations are useless.  



 
In our site we talked about both the Righteous and the figures of moral resistance 
against totalitarianism. Is there a separated memory, which remembers only the 
former and not the latter, or vice versa? Or did a shared memory take place?  
 
This debate has been going on for 20 years, therefore it started before the 
collapse of Communism. It is an awkward debate for the Poles who were victims 
not only of Communism but also earlier. Despite its awkwardness this debate has 
already started. There are separate memories, such as the memory of the 
Righteous of Yad Vashem which has become a universal memory, while not many 
people know about the Bosnian Righteous or the Righteous who opposed the 
Rwandan genocide. It is important to work for the universal recognition of the 
various Righteous. 
 
What can be the purpose of remembering these Righteous for the situations 
concerning Poland nowadays? For instance in order to further develop democracy 
against some forms of obscurantism, like the one of the Kaczinsky brothers. 
 
I am very distrustful of the attempt to exploit the Righteous’ number politically. 
You should not exploit the memory of these figures in such a way as the brother 
of President Kaczinsky who died in the air crash has been doing. I don’t think 
anybody is entitled to exploit the memory of the Italian Righteous to protest 
against Berlusconi’s politics. It is not useful to exploit the memory of the 
Righteous politically, for purposes of ordinary politics. 
 
Are there any moral figures that, like Edelman, are important not only for the 
Jews, but also for their resistance against totalitarianism? Can they hold a 
particular value for example to overcome the past in which the Communist power 
was seen as a Jewish power and anti-Communism went together with anti-
Semitism?  
 
Edelman plays a significant role because he fought against two forms of 
totalitarianism. The figures of moral resistance against the Holocaust are often 
more important for the Jews than for the non-Jews. Henryk Sławik, a Polish 
diplomat who worked at the embassy in Hungary during WWII, rescued 
thousands Jews by issuing Polish papers stating their Catholic faith. It took longer 
than 10 years to have his deeds recognized and Poland named after him only a 
peripheral street in his hometown, not even a school. I think this is a great 
shame, a lack of respect towards a Polish hero.  


