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 Roman Dmowski, the leader of an extreme right-wing movement known as “National Democracy” (Endecja for short), 

penned the following famous words in 1927: “Catholicism is not a supplement to Polishness, giving it a certain color; rather, it 

penetrates to the essence of [Polishness], and to a considerable extent constitutes that essence. To try to separate Catholicism from 

Polishness, to tear off the nation from religion and from the Church, is to destroy the very essence of the nation” (Dmowski, Ko� ciól, 

21). Since at least the interwar years, there has been a strong bond between the radical right and the Roman Catholic Church in 

Poland. Nationalist politicians from Dmowski to the present day have often insisted upon the religious homogeneity of their nation, 

and Church leaders have tended to look to right-wing parties for protection against the dangers of secular politics. In 1984 Primate 

Józef Glemp even composed an introduction to a re-edition of the book from which the above-cited passage was taken, thus endorsing 

the writings of a man remembered by many as an anti-Semitic, authoritarian demagogue. “Roman Dmowski was a politician,” the 

Cardinal wrote, “and political views are distinguished by the fact that they have supporters and opponents. In the end, however, the 

truth will prevail. In the writings of Dmowski the idea about the link between the Church and the Nation is a truth, verified many 

times. With thanks for re-releasing the ambitious thoughts of a talented Pole, I express the hope that they will serve in the revival of 

the Polish spirit and the love of Poland” (Dmowski, Ko� ciól, 5). Similarly, in early 1999 the Polish Parliament, controlled at the time 

by the pro-Catholic “Solidarity Electoral Action” coalition, passed a resolution proclaiming that “in conjunction with the 60th 

anniversary of the death of Roman Dmowski, the Sejm of the Republic expresses its recognition of the struggles and the work of this 

great statesman….Particularly worthy of note is Roman Dmowski’s role in underlining the importance of the tight bond between 

Catholicism and Polishness in preserving the Nation and reconstructing the Polish state. The Sejm of the Polish Republic expresses its 

recognition of a great Pole, Roman Dmowski” (On-Line Transcript). 

 It is a commonplace today to credit—or blame—Roman Dmowski for propagating a “Polak-Katolik” ideal, for spreading the 

message that the Polish nation is essentially Catholic, cohesive, and conservative. Tied to this is a widely held impression that the 

Polish Catholic Church is beholden to a legacy of right-wing politics, anti-Semitism, and intolerant authoritarianism. Adam Michnik, 

writing in 1981, beseeched his Catholic compatriots to firmly repudiate the memory of Dmowski and the dark intolerance he 

represents. “As long as the Church refuses to recognize the dubiousness of its interwar alliance with nationalist chauvinism,” Michnik 

predicted, “it will continue to be susceptible to a triumphalist attitude that leads to intolerance, and will continue to run the risk of 

interpreting the Gospel in the language of political fanaticism” (Church and the Left, 238). Michnik’s claim—that many Catholics in 

Poland refuse to come to terms with the significance of their historical alliance with the radical right—is tragically accurate. For an 

extreme affirmation of this point, one only need listen to the broadcasts of “Radio Maria,” or to the anti-Semitic ravings of the 

infamous Gda� sk priest, Henryk Jankowski. But even main-stream Catholic politicians regularly evoke the name of Dmowski, even as 

they try to distance themselves from his more unsettling chauvinism. This is not, of course, the whole truth about Polish Catholicism: 

alongside Jankowski are many who vehemently reject the intolerance of the religious right. A full understanding of Polish Catholicism 

must break with the idea that there exists a single, coherent entity called “Polish Catholicism,” and accept that “The Church” has 

generated a leadership willing to embrace some of the ugliest trends in Polish politics, while simultaneously appealing to millions of 

Poles of all ideological persuasions. But even if we recognize this, we still must come to terms with a Polish variant of Catholicism 

that is burdened with some heavy historical baggage, most of which has never been unpacked, let alone discarded. 
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 The implications of the “Polak-Katolik” model on Polish culture and society are profound. What I have called elsewhere “the 

Catholic narrative of Polish history” has virtually erased non-Catholics out of Poland’s past and present by defining them as 

“minorities” and subordinating them to a unilinear tale of Catholic hegemony (Porter, “The Catholic Nation”). In this essay, however, 

I want to focus less on the exclusions generated within Polish society by Catholicism, and more on the exclusions generated within 

Catholicism by the Church hierarchy’s rapprochement with the radical right. We must never imagine that Catholicism has, everywhere 

and always, a single political valiance or a single ideology or theology; instead, we should approach the Church as a space within 

which one can find debate, plurality, fragmentation, and even misunderstanding. But this does not mean that Catholicism is infinitely 

malleable: like other religions and secular ideologies, Catholicism is best understood not by searching for some coherent core of ideas 

or ideals, but by determining what one has to do, say, or believe in order to step outside its borders, to be declared heretical. And in the 

early years of the twentieth century these boundaries were redrawn in Poland, as some of those who were previously excluded from 

the community of the orthodox were embraced, while others were pushed into exile. 

 Around 1900, observers from both inside and outside the Church believed that Catholicism stood before a chasm, and that the 

survival of the faith was at stake. Recent scholarship has effectively debunked the idea that modernity entails secularization, and that 

religion is doomed in the industrialized, urban spaces where liberal capitalism thrives. Modernity (whatever we might mean by this 

ambiguous term) involves a fundamental transformation, but by no means a decline, of religious life. Nonetheless, the fact remains 

that fin-de-siècle observers were convinced that they were witnessing a severe crisis of faith. In two of the bastions of Catholicism—

France and Italy—the struggle against anticlericalism seemed never to end. Not only had the papacy lost all secular power in Italy, but 

the new state suppressed some religious orders, confiscated some monastic property, abolished ecclesiastical courts, established state 

control over seminaries, and took marriage, education, and charity out of the hands of the Church. In France, secularization had 

proceeded to the point where much of the urban population, including nearly the entire intelligentsia, was effectively dechristianized 

(or so it seemed to many Catholic observers). In fin-de-siècle Paris, for example, only one out of every twelve women (not to mention 

men) attended mass weekly, and in the working class neighborhood of Belleville, with a population of 60,000, the local parish had 

only 1,500 active members. As early as 1875, only fifteen percent of the population of the diocese of Orleans even attended mass at 

Easter—a practice considered one of the benchmarks of Catholic practice (O’Connell, 11). The Church in Eastern Europe may have 

looked strong in comparison, but it was also facing hard times. By the turn of the century, most urban Poles were cut off from 

traditional forms of religious practice. In the Warsaw diocese there was an average of 6,400 people per parish (compared to 2,200 in 

1850), with one church in the suburb of Praga coping with 82,000 people. The massive parish of the Holy Cross in 	ód� , another 

major industrial center, had 142,000 people nominally under its charge (Olszewski, 481). In some ways the situation in Poland was 

even worse than in France, because the hierarchy—preoccupied with fending off russification and germanization—was one of the last 

to deal with the collapse of urban religiosity. As late as 1937 the smallest parish in Warsaw had 23,500 notional members, while All 

Saints’ Church (the largest in Poland at the time) was supposed to supervise the spiritual lives of 80,000 people (Bender, 527-28). 

 There were bright spots, leading recent scholars to emphasize that the perception of secularization was, at best, exaggerated. 

The revival of the Marian cult in the nineteenth century brought women into the Church as never before, and mass pilgrimages to cult 

centers large and small offered a spectacle of popular Catholicism. Lourdes and Fatima captured the imaginations of West European 

Catholics in the nineteenth century, but even the less famous apparition of the Virgin in the Polish village of Giertrzwa
d, Warmia, on 

16 July 1877, attracted thousands of pilgrims. Cz� stochowa had for centuries been one of the primary sites of the Marian cult in 

Europe. During the last three decades of the nineteenth century, pilgrimages to Cz� stochowa steadily increased, up from fewer than 

50,000 per year before 1865 to an average of 200,000 people a year by the turn of the century (Olszewski, 489). In addition to these 

spectacular manifestations of popular devotion, increasing numbers of Catholics were joining religious orders. There were, for 
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example, only 34,000 nuns in France in 1851, but by 1876 there were almost 128,000. (O’Connell, 9-10). In Poland, too, the religious 

orders grew, even though harassed and restricted by suspicious Russian and Prussian authorities (Jab
o� ska-Deptu
a, “Zakony”). 

 One would think that statistics like these would have led Catholic intellectuals and Church leaders to adopt a tone of 

confident optimism, as they observed the many ways in which modernity was serving their interests. The transportation revolution 

allowed more people than ever before to travel to pilgrimage sites. Mass literacy facilitated the spread of devotional literature, 

ensuring that in Poland religious publications outnumbered secular ones even as high-circulation tabloids began to saturate the urban 

markets. In hindsight, historians have cited such phenomena as proof that secularization and de-Christianization were neither as 

pervasive nor as significant as once assumed, but this misses the point. Already embedded in modernity as we are, we are prone to 

equate mass participation and media penetration with success and power, but the Popes, bishops, and theologians of the fin-de-siècle 

took a very different view. For them, the explosion of mass pilgrimages was as much a problem as a mark of success, because popular 

Catholicism often carried with it a loosening of clerical (and certainly episcopal) authority. Similarly, the growing popularity of 

women’s religious orders only dramatized a feminization of the Church, a matter of great concern in the late nineteenth century among 

the all-male clergy. At a time when secular liberal critics and Protestant opponents alike were associating Catholicism (if not religion 

in general) with the feminine, it gave no comfort to Catholic apologists to note that their churches were filled with women.  

 Already in the mid-nineteenth century, despair was starting to set in among Catholics. As one Polish archbishop put it in 

1857, “There have always been errors, but systematically committing them and elevating them to the dignity of virtue belongs to 

recent times. There have always been transgressions, but wrong without compensation, discord without reconciliation, the defiance 

and triumph of sin belongs to our times” (Fija
kowski, 22). The Church’s initial response was a stubborn resistance to all change. 

Encyclicals from Mirari Vos (1832) to Quanta Cura (1864) offered a wide-ranging condemnation of the modern world, and the 

Papacy established a reputation for unremitting conservatism. Pope Leo XII (1878-1903) may have taken a few strides towards an 

accommodation with modernity (endorsing Christian trade unions in the 1891 encyclical, Rerum Novarum, and urging a 

rapprochement between the French Republic and the Church), but even he helped lay the foundation for later retrenchment with his 

1879 encyclical, Aeterni Patris. Here the Pope called for a revival of Thomist philosophy, focusing particularly on Aquinas’ treatment 

of the relationship between reason and faith. The medieval theologian had argued that reason, as a God-given attribute, could never 

lead us away from God. The results of scientific and philosophical research had to be embedded in faith, and theologians were charged 

with reconciling observations of the natural world and the workings of our rational minds with the teachings of the Church. To argue 

otherwise—to claim that God was fundamentally unknowable by reason, or that there was an unbridgeable gap between the secular 

and mundane, was heretical (Leo XIII, in Carlen, 2: 17-29). One of the key documents of the First Vatican Council of 1869-1870, “De 

Fide et Ecclessia” could not have been more direct on this issue: “If anyone says that the one true God, our Creator and Lord, cannot 

be known with certainty by the natural light of reason by means of things that are made, let him be anathema” (O’Connell, 343; see 

also Butler; Hennesey). 

 This basic feature of Thomism, and Catholic thought in general, puts the so-called “modernist” crisis into perspective. In the 

1890s a number of Catholic authors, working independently, began to explore contemporary biblical criticism, psychology, and 

philosophy. The modernists argued for a clear distinction between reason and faith, with the former being the domain of science and 

the latter the domain of the Church. This epistemological foundation allowed for enormous freedom in analyzing and criticizing the 

institutions and foundational texts of the Catholic tradition, for they could be cast as human creations, and thus radically separated 

from the divine. The Bible could be historicized, as Protestant theologians had been doing for decades, and interpreted as a collection 

of myths aimed at the moral education of human readers. Catholic institutions and ritual practices, likewise, could be understood as 

products of specific human contexts, mutable rather than sacred. As the French theologian Alfred Loisy put it in 1902,  
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The historian will find that the essence of Christianity has been more or less preserved in the different Christian communions; 

he will not believe it to be compromised by the development of institutions, of creeds, and of worship, so long as this 

development has been ruled by the principles verified in the first commencement. He will not expect this essence to have 

been absolutely and definitely realized at any point of past centuries; he will believe that it has been realized more or less 

perfectly from the beginning, and that it will continue to be realized thus more and more, so long as Christianity shall endure. 

(Loisy, 18-19) 

 

George Tyrrell similarly rejected Thomist epistemology in an 1899 essay entitled “A Perverted Devotion.” This English Jesuit called 

on Catholics to adopt a “saner spiritual philosophy, born of a revolt against materialism.” Because of the insistence that reason and 

faith be reconciled, Tyrrell argued, many people had grown alienated from the Church. Science and reason had chipped away at too 

many of the foundations of Catholic tradition, forcing people to conclude (if they wished to avoid atheism) that the divine must exist 

on a transcendent level, beyond the senses. Only by going beyond reason could Christianity coexist with reason, Tyrrell concluded; 

only by recognizing “the essential incapacity of finite mind to seize the absolute end, which governs and moves everything towards 

itself,” could religion survive in the modern world. Beyond the human and mutable façade of devotional practice was a transcendent 

divinity that was indeed immutable, but we could only approach it—never grasp it—through our earthly institutions and ideas (Tyrrell, 

158-71). 

 The Vatican quickly condemned these ideas, and the men behind them. Even under the relatively moderate Pope Leo XIII, 

Loisy’s The Gospel and the Church was placed on the Index of Forbidden Books, and things only got worse under Pius X (1903-

1914). In 1907 the encyclical Pascendi Dominici Gregis denounced modernism in sweeping terms (Pius X, in Carlen, 3: 71-98), and 

shortly following this both Tyrell and Loisy were excommunicated. Ironically, however, the “modernists” had not so much embraced 

modernity as attempted to counter it—for what they considered the good of the Church. Their doctrinal innovations were an effort to 

stem the onrushing tide of atheism and (perhaps even worse) popular apathy. They saw (or thought they saw) a Church that was 

becoming irrelevant to the wider world, and they believed that only by grappling with contemporary secular scholarship and culture 

could they save their faith. By understanding “Catholic modernism” not as a specific intellectual movement, but as a range of Catholic 

reactions to the perceived dangers of modernity, we can debunk the common impression that only Western Europe participated in this 

chapter of Church history. In the years surrounding the turn of the century, many Polish Catholics groped for new, innovative ways to 

reconfigure the boundaries of their conceptual universe. Nearly every Catholic intellectual and nearly every member of the hierarchy 

was convinced that some sort of tinkering with the limits of orthodoxy was needed if the Church was to survive in the twentieth 

century. Contrary to appearances (and in some cases even to self-perception) this was just as true for the disciplinary bishops as it was 

for the most radical of the reformist clergy. In all cases, the issue was how far and in what direction one could go in accommodating 

novelty. One way or another, a reconfigured model of Polish Catholicism was going to emerge. 

 Perhaps the most dramatic challenge to the existing models of Catholicism in Poland came from the “Mariavite” movement, 

an organization of lay Catholics devoted to an emotional, intensely personal, and non-hierarchical vision of religious life (Blobaum, 

247-49, Peterkiewicz). The movement was founded by a visionary nun named Felicja Koz
owska, after she received a revelation 

instructing her (as she put it) to combat “the universal corruption of the world and the finality of time” as well as “the laxity of morals 

among the clergy and the sins committed by priests.” She was to do so by creating “a congregation of priests under the name of the 

Mariavites [Mariawici, from Maria vita]” whose purpose would be to spread “the veneration of the Most Holy Virgin Mary,…for as 

endeavors against God and the Church are perpetuated, so perpetual is the need of Mary’s help” (as quoted in Peterkiewicz, 10). On 

the surface the mystical devotions of the Mariavites seem to have nothing in common with the theological and philosophical musings 

of writers like Loisy or Tyrrell, but in fact each was reacting to the same perception of religious crisis—“the endeavors against God 
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and the Church”—and each was embedded in the cultural framework of modernity. Whereas the philosophers of Western Europe 

focused on the alienation of the intelligentsia from an obscurantist, anti-modern Church, the Mariavites were concerned with the 

parallel gap between an isolated clergy and a flock of believers enduring the dislocations of a modernizing economy. The Mariavites 

got most of their support from the industrial regions of Silesia and 	ód� , from those struggling to adjust to the economic turmoil of the 

early twentieth century. The movement engaged in social work, founded welfare organizations and schools, and preached a spiritual 

egalitarianism that was designed to counter the wide-spread sense that the Church belonged only to the factory bosses and a morally 

decadent, privileged clergy. The Mariavite movement grew rapidly, soon gaining tens of thousands of followers and 22 of their own 

parishes. 

 The Church’s response was harsh: in 1903 the Pope issued a formal repudiation of the Mariavites, and in 1904 he banned all 

contact between priests and Sister Koz
owska. Most Mariavite priests were transferred to isolated rural areas, and in 1906 those who 

remained recalcitrant were suspended from the clergy. The Pope then issued an encyclical condemning the Mariavites, followed by the 

excommunication of anyone still faithful to the movement. So, just as the Papacy was cracking down on expressions of Catholic 

modernism and reformism in Western Europe, it was doing the same in Poland. The boundaries were being drawn, and both modern 

biblical scholarship and theology on the one hand, and new forms of popular worship on the other, were placed beyond the pale. The 

Mariavite movement survived as a small, anathematized sect, and grew increasingly unorthodox with time, but what the Vatican 

condemned in 1906 was the fact that Koz
owska claimed a revealed right to develop a Catholic alternative to the twentieth century’s 

sins. 

 Just as the Mariavite movement was shaking the foundations of Polish Catholicism, a loud and insistent voice from within the 

Church offered another model of Catholic renewal. Father Izydor Wys
ouch, better known by his pseudonym Antoni Szech, provoked 

enormous controversy among priests and lay intellectuals, and eventually suffered excommunication, because he proposed a radical 

restructuring of Catholic theology and practice. Szech began with the same dark pessimism expressed by his more conservative 

superiors, writing in 1906, “we must recognize that we are losing—and that if we continue on in this way and the Grace of God does 

not intervene in a peculiar manner, we will lose utterly” (O pracy katolickiej, 7, 54). Szech perceived a paradox in the modern world: 

“social injustice has grown with the development of civilization,” he wrote, “…but this has occurred alongside the penetration of the 

ideals of Christian love among the masses.” In other words, the crisis of modernity was not de-Christianization per se, but rather an 

ever widening gap between the values of the common folk and the harsh realities of the social world. People were not abandoning the 

Church because they were unbelievers, but because the institutions of the Church weren’t addressing the problems of oppression, 

exploitation, and violence. If the Church remained passive before modernity’s injustices, then good Christians would look elsewhere. 

Even socialism, Szech argued, arose from a “consciousness based on the principles of Christ’s Gospels” (Uwagi, 5-6, 13). Given this, 

the duty of a Catholic priest was clear: “we must step forward bravely as the defenders of the people” (Do braci kap
anów, 21). 

 The problem with Szech, from the perspective of his superiors, was not that he was concerned about the poor, or even that he 

was actively supporting a “people’s movement.” There were many—most famously the Archbishop of Lwów, Józef Bilczewski—who 

did this while remaining well within the confines of orthodoxy (Bilczewski, Listy Pasterskie, 123-24; W sprawie spo
ecznej). Szech’s 

sin was to combine Catholic social action with an assault on the institutions of the Church itself, and to place blame on the clergy and 

on Rome’s doctrinal teachings. He was strikingly blunt: “It is true—Catholicism, as it is presented today…is unacceptable for the 

people of the twentieth century” (O pracy katolickiej, 58). Moreover, whereas Catholic social activists within the Church cast their 

actions as a way of drawing the masses towards the faith, Szech wanted to use religion as a means of mobilizing people for radical 

social transformation. Modernity, Szech argued, had turned the world into “a huge prison,” in which everything was “divided into two 

camps—the exploited and the exploiters.” In such a world, the task of the Church was to “not just preserve and proclaim the principles 

of Christ’s Gospels, but to work so that those principles will penetrate more deeply into the human soul and permeate more deeply 
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through institutions—law, state administration, and nations.” (Uwagi, 37, 48). This should not imply that Szech wanted to turn back 

the clock and undo the social changes of modernity; instead, he wanted to move forward towards what he saw as a coming terrestrial 

utopia, guided by a Church that had stopped “pushing [mankind] backwards” and instead transformed itself into “the guide of 

humanity” (O pracy katolickiej, 7-8). “I do not claim that every Catholic should be a socialist,” he wrote elsewhere. “But everyone 

should desire, with his entire heart and his entire soul…to leave this hell, and lead humanity out of it. And if he sees no path other than 

socialism, then let him be a socialist—better that than a supporter of the current ‘order’” (Przyjd�  Królestwo Twoje, 49-50). 

 Szech fits within the framework of Catholic modernism not only because of his concern with the crisis of fin de siècle faith, 

but because of his radical separation of the secular and the sacred. As the historian Zygmunt Poniatowski has pointed out (222), just as 

Loisy and Tyrrell argued that there were distinct and autonomous realms of reason and faith, so did Szech establish a wedge between 

society and religion. Like his Western counterparts, Szech asserted that “faith does not depend only upon rational arguments,” but he 

took the next step of applying this to the social sphere. “Catholicism,” Szech argued, “is a religion. It gives us a series of fundamental 

supernatural truths…but it leaves intact our convictions about a thousand questions clearly having nothing to do with faith. One can 

find among believing Catholics all possible kinds of views—and practically all of them can be reconciled with Catholicism.” Precisely 

because Catholicism was catholic—universal—it had to be a religion “not only for all peoples, but for all times. It is always the 

same—but at the same time it is very diverse. The truth is the same, but its illumination in different times, in different places might be 

different.” (O pracy katolickiej, 38, 56).  

 Like Loisy and Tyrrell, Szech insisted that “We stood with the Church, and with the Church we will continue to stand. We 

are ready to die for it, and to suffer for it not only from within, but from without as well” (W sprawie wiecu ksi�� y, 19). Unfortunately 

for Szech, the condemnation he received from his superiors—and many of his fellow priests—was swift and unambiguous. He 

received letters addressed to “You servant of Satan,” to “the Masonic master,” to “the traitor of the fatherland,” and to “the Jew-

Lover” (Szech, Wyja�nienia, 5). The Vatican and the Polish episcopate were less vulgar, but more effective: they first tried to correct 

his errors by exiling him to a monastery in Innsbruck, and when this failed they expelled him from the priesthood and, eventually, 

from the ranks of the faithful altogether. Szech responded in kind, abandoning Catholicism for his own “religion of humanity,” and 

eventually arguing that Poland’s only hope for the future entailed a total abandonment of the Catholic Church (Religia ludzko� ci; 

Dlaczego; Katolicyzm a Polsko�� ). 

 Faced with challenges such as Szech’s Catholic modernism—not to mention the more explicit dangers of socialism and 

liberalism—the Church had to find a way to absorb and domesticate the forces of “modernity.” Change would come slowly, however, 

to a clergy that was mired in traditional forms of religiosity: one historian has calculated that in turn-of-the-century Warsaw, only 10% 

of the parish priests engaged in any extra-pastoral work at all (Blobaum, 239). Among many clerics, the initial reaction to the social, 

economic, cultural, and political changes of the late nineteenth century was to retreat behind a romanticized vision of pre-modernity, 

to condemn the existing world in its entirety and warn of the coming apocalypse. For example, in 1897 a pseudonymous author in 

Przegl� d Katolicki linked feminism, liberalism, the masons, socialism, secularization, and atheism in one sweeping indictment of 

contemporary life. The author could offer no response to this many-headed danger, however, except to insist on obedience to secular 

and religious authorities, and to seek salvation in moral purity rather than earthly reform. The Church reflected here had been touched 

little by Rerum Novarum, let alone Catholic modernism; although that seminal text was cited, it was only to proclaim that “the social 

question is above all a moral question, which, having its source in a rejection of Christian principles, must be above all resolved by a 

renewed vitalization of those same principles” (“Masonerya i socyalizm,” 69) 

 In 1906 a Poznanian priest named Jan Rostworowski offered a book-length explanation for the Church’s implacable 

resistance to modernity. After outlining with a surprising lack of polemical overstatement the views of both Catholic modernists like 

Loisy and Catholic socialists like Szech, Rostworowski articulated the Church’s grounds for rejecting both approaches: 
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The whole difficult simply flows from the fact that the vast struggle between the Church and modern thought is a battle 

between competing spirits, not just concrete principles. The Christian spirit—not always ideal, but in its essence always 

embodied in the Church—is confronting the non-Christian spirit….That which the proponents of coming to terms [with 

modernity] will never be able to understand fully enough is that the very spirit, the very direction of mind and heart that 

modern education produces, is anti-Christian….The Church, on the other hand, if it allowed that spirit in any form, in even 

the most holy and lustrous garment, penetrate its ranks, would have to deny [the Church’s] very essence as the Kingdom of 

God on Earth. (48-50) 

 

Rostworowski recognized that the people he called “liberal Catholics” had “honorable” motives, but he insisted that they were 

demanding nothing less than the “secularization of religion, the transformation of Christianity from something supernatural and divine 

into something more or less natural and human” (50-51). The problem, then, had little to do with any of the specific arguments of any 

of the Catholic modernists, but at its most basic level resulted from modernism’s tendency to look upon the Church as a terrestrial 

institution with a history subject to exegetical deconstruction and a structure subject to social critique. As the Church confronted the 

twentieth century, it wanted to do so not as one political institution among many, not as one social group among many, not as one 

ideology among many. Instead, the Church leaders insisted that they retain their sacred character, and be absolved from the need of 

exposing their teachings and practices to the critical gaze of the modern European eye. 

 It was hard to find anyone in twentieth century Poland willing to accommodate the Church on these terms, but eventually 

such a partner was identified. As priests, Church officials, and Catholic authors sought to penetrate the twentieth century’s 

reconfigured public realm, they appropriated the concept of the nation as their point of entry. Ultimately, they redrew the boundaries 

of their faith so as to include within their fold a dynamic but dangerous political ally: the radical right. This was not as easy as it might 

seem, because for most of the nineteenth century the Church was quite distant from the national movement. Contrary to what many 

scholars have claimed (Chrypi� ski, in Ramet, 125; Jab
o� ska-Deptu
a, Czy�  mo�e historia pop
yn�� , 84), the Catholic Church was not 

generally supportive of the Polish national movement during the era of the partitions. Since Poland was occupied by Orthodox 

Russians and Protestant Germans, one might assume that religion would have been a natural locus of identity. Indeed, the Church 

remained comparatively free of russification or germanization, and was thus an important site for the enactment of ethnicity. Thanks 

to Bismarck’s linkage of Catholicism and Polishness during the Kulturkampf, the national credentials of the Church seemed well 

established (Trzeciakowski). Nonetheless, over the course of the nineteenth century the Church distanced itself from the patriotic 

cause, eventually becoming one of the few indigenous bastions of loyalism in partitioned Poland. Early in the century the Church was 

constantly in conflict with liberal elites in Warsaw, and the reliably conservative authorities in Petersburg and Berlin often proved 

more amiable. (Zió
ek, in Piotrowski, 107-16). Only a handful of priests supported the uprising against Russian rule in 1830, and they 

acted in defiance of the hierarchy’s strong condemnation of the rebellion. The attitude of the Vatican was made clear in 1832, with the 

publication of Pope Gregory XVI’s encyclical, Cum Primum. As the Pontiff put it, “we are taught most clearly that the obedience 

which men are obliged to render to the authorities established by God is an absolute precept which no one can violate.” The Tsar of 

Russia, the Pope insisted, was a “legitimate prince,” and the Poles owed him their submission (Gregory XVI, in Carlen, 1: 233-34). In 

1863, when Polish nationalists once again revolted, the Church was only somewhat more supportive. Perhaps as many as 15% of the 

parish clergy acknowledged the rebels as the legitimate national government, but as an institution the Church urged the rebels to lay 

down their arms and accept Russian rule (Jab
o� ska-Deptu
a and Skarbek, in K
oczowski and Müllerowa, 441, 445). In 1868 an 

anonymous author in the Poznanian paper, Tygodnik Katolicki, articulated a frequently encountered Catholic argument when he wrote 

that the partitions were sent by God “as a punishment for our sins and as a test of our virtue.” When Poles strove to free themselves 
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from foreign occupation they merely dealt with the symptoms of their problem, rather than looking towards its foundation (their own 

sinfulness). Moreover, in the course of fighting for independence they all too often allied themselves anyone willing to support their 

cause—“be he a Muscovite, a Jew, or a Turk”—and in doing so they rejected the loving support of the Church. Poles needed to realize 

that “a Christian can only establish fraternal bonds with other Christians,” and that only by subordinating themselves to “the goals of 

God” could they every truly free themselves (Ko� ció
 i Post� powo�� , 69-72). The russification measures of the 1870s, 1880s, and 

1890s pushed some priests into the arms of the nationalist opposition, but far more reacted by withdrawing to a narrowly-delineated 

understanding of their spiritual duties. In 1894 Pope Leo XIII issued an encyclical to the Polish bishops calling on them to uphold the 

tradition of obedience to the legitimate authority of Kaiser or Tsar, and the local hierarchy dutifully carried out this policy (Leo XIII, 

Caritatis, in Carlen, 2: 341-46; “Encyklika � wi� tego Ojca Naszego;” “Z powodu Encykliki”). In 1898 a joint pastoral letter cited 

Caritatis, as the bishops praised “the words [of Jesus] repeated by all nations throughout the centuries: give unto Caesar that which is 

Caesar’s, and unto God that which is God’s….We remind ourselves of that which the Holy Father wrote four years ago to the Polish 

bishops:…‘subjects ought to show honor and loyalty to [their] rulers…’” (“Rok 1897,” 19). 

 The Church’s reluctance to support the patriotic activists was reciprocated, and as late as the turn of the century most 

nationalists were religiously apathetic, if not explicitly anti-clerical. Even the historian Hanna Dyl� gowa—who is generally quite 

sympathetic to Catholicism—recognizes that there were not very many “fervent Christians” in the nineteenth century national 

movement (Dyl� gowa, in Piotrowski, 392). Agnosticism was, in fact, wide spread among the intelligentsia: as late as 1914 a survey 

taken at Jagiellonian University in Kraków revealed that 77% of the students identified themselves as “unbelievers” (Grott, 22). It is 

certainly no surprise that Polish socialists were hostile towards the Church, but for many years the radical right was no more Catholic 

than the socialist left. For the early National Democrats, Catholicism was an important political force, but nothing more. Dmowski and 

his colleagues recognized he power of the parish in village life and understood that the Church was an important Polish institution, but 

at the same time they criticized what they perceived to be the venality of the clergy and attacked Rome and the bishops in Poland for 

turning their backs on the national cause. For the Endecja, the transcendence of Christian ethical teaching directly contradicted the 

national creed, which was rooted in a Spencerian image of the bellum omnium contra omnes, and allowed for no universal ethical 

standards.1 

 At the same time, the leading National Democrats hoped that they could obtain some political benefits by exploiting the 

Church’s institutional strength. The Endecja’s internal summary of their activities for 1900-1901, which was not intended for a wider 

audience, exemplifies their approach. “In its work among the people, the [National] League has also turned its attention to the clergy,” 

the report explained, “considering the need for the best possible exploitation of the influence it possesses.” To accomplish this, the 

author continued, it was necessary to distinguish between the good and the bad elements within the Church. There existed a “patriotic 

portion of the clergy” which could be cultivated if it was encouraged to assert its “independence from the higher Church hierarchy, 

which carries out harmful policies” (“Sprawozdanie z dzia
alno� ci Ligi Narodowej za rok 1900-1901,” in Pobóg-Malinowski, 109). 

But it turned out that this “patriotic portion of the clergy” was hard to find. In 1896 the National League sponsored its first Catholic 

organization, the “Collegium Secretum,” which consisted of only a few dozen members and an ephemeral publication called Wiara i 

Ojczyzna [The Faith and the Fatherland]. No priests actually joined the National League itself until 1901, when 11 clerics attended the 

Endecja’s grandiosely titled “Conference of the Clergy.” The League tried once again in 1903 to publish a magazine for the clergy, 

but after three issues it collapsed (Kozicki, 408-13; Skarbek, 246). Although the Endecja’s illegal periodicals could occasionally be 

obtained at some local churches, only a handful of priests became actively involved in the movement (Sadowski, 98).  
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 This is hardly surprising, because even as the National Democrats were trying to recruit priests, Dmowski was writing 

articles insisting that the Church was a “national institution” that should be under the control of the country’s leadership in all matters 

that were not strictly religious (Dmowski, “Polityka narodowa”). The 1903 program of the Democratic-National Party similarly 

referred to the Church as a “national institution,” and promised to “establish the principle of control by public opinion over the 

policies of the Church hierarchy and the behavior of the civic clergy [obywatelskie duchowie� stwo].” The Endecja proposed to “allow 

the Church the role of a separate political factor only in the sphere of religious matters,” and promised to defend non-Catholics from 

persecution, “insofar as those denominations have a Polish character” (Program, 730-31).  

 Clearly, the National Democrats were committing the same sin as other modernists: they were looking upon the Church as a 

social institution, not as the sacred embodiment of the Kingdom of God on earth. Not surprisingly, Dmowski and his colleagues were 

subjected to harsh criticism from the Church. In 1902, an anonymous book released by the Church’s publishing house in Pozna�  

attempted to describe “Love of the Fatherland from the Catholic Position.” Here the nation was defined narrowly as an ethno-

linguistic group with no necessary political ramifications, and all efforts at translating patriotism into conspiratorial political action 

were denounced. Moreover, the book emphatically condemned any provocation of national chauvinism or exclusivity. It was certainly 

a good thing to love the Fatherland, this author wrote, but “love felt for one’s compatriots ought not to build anyone’s contempt 

towards other nations….” The only good patriotism was one which subordinated the nation to the higher cause of Christianity. “The 

Holy Church guides us on the path leading to the Lord God, and gives us the supernatural means to proceed on the path of goodness. 

The earthly Fatherland provides us with the natural means with which, remaining in the position in which the Lord God placed us, we 

may follow on the path commanded us by the Holy Church….” Only if the love of the fatherland was “based on religion, and not just 

feeling or reason” could it be a genuine “virtue.” It was a grave sin, this author concluded, to “use the Holy Church as a means to 

earthly goals,” because the nation’s “mission” was distinctly religious in nature: to “defend the faith against the pagans and to carry 

the true faith to the East” (X.X., 8, 16, 30, 36, 41). 

 A pair of more specific attack on the Endecja came a decade later, with Father Ignacy Geppert’s The Democratic-National 

Party in the Light of Catholic Teaching and a certain Father Hozakowski’s On the Catholic Foundation of National Democracy (both 

of which gained the explicit endorsement of the Church hierarchy). There was simply nothing Catholic, or even Christian, about the 

Endecja, Geppert complained; its slogans were formulated so that “without the slightest thought, any Jew, Protestant, Schismatic, or 

declared atheist” could accept them. The National Democrats were “anti-Christian” because they were willing to place the national 

cause above all else, including “denominational interests.” It followed that the duty of every priest was to “stifle and destroy” this 

dangerous foe (19-26). Hozakowski was likewise disturbed by the “denominational tolerance of the Endecja, which stands in sharp 

contrast to its national intolerance.” The National Democratic attitude, he concluded, would lead to an intolerable situation in which 

“the Jewish Pole would come out better than the German Catholic” (53-56).  

 It was not only the Endecja’s religious apathy that made the movement so threatening to Fathers Geppert and Hozakowski, 

because on a deeper level National Democracy was just a local manifestation of a much greater threat: modernism. 

 

Whoever accepts the position of Mr. Dmowski and Mr. Balicki recognizes from the start that he is waiting for the further 

development of Christian teaching, that Christian ethics are not the last word of revelation, that it is necessary to supplement 

them with “national ethics” and prepare for “national egoism”….According to these sad considerations, the progress of 

science is based on “perpetual evolution,” on the unceasing transformation and change of scientific results—in a word, on 

modernism. (Geppert, 75) 
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While Geppert attacked the Endecja for echoing modernist views about progress, Hozakowski charged the them with fomenting 

modern forms of political unrest. The National Democrats were calling for popular empowerment, he worried, and “power in the 

hands of the people brings with it a revolution in the existing relationships between the social strata.” This was nothing short of 

“socialism,” with the only difference being that the Endecja “would like to see the power of the people developed against the 

background of nationality” (25) 

 Moving forward yet another decade, we see continued Catholic opposition to the National Democrats, although by the time 

Father Józef Lubelski wrote Nationalism in the Light of Catholic Ethics in 1924, the context had changed dramatically. By then 

Poland was an independent state with established international boundaries, a parliamentary democracy, and a reasonably liberal 

constitution. In the 1920s the burning issue for the young Polish state was the management of the country’s diversity (only about 2/3 

of the population was ethnically Polish), and the Catholic Church’s official stance was once again in conflict with that of the National 

Democrats. Lubelski’s book, which received the “Nihil Obstat” and “Imprimatur” stamps, argued that all Catholics of the new state 

should be treated equally. He was even willing to recognize that someday (though not yet) the Ukrainians and Belorussians would be 

developed enough to merit their own independent states, and that when this day came, territorial revision would be a possibility. The 

just demands of any nation for autonomy would always be supported by the Church, Lubelski affirmed, and any movement which 

preached national intolerance, chauvinism, or violence would be correspondingly condemned. Nations were created by God and were 

thus sacred, but any national movement which placed its own objectives above those of the Church (and here Lubelski specifically 

mentioned the National Democrats) was to be shunned (14-15, 24, 29). 

 But even as these authors condemned the Endecja’s national egoism, religious tolerance, and populist politics, they did hint at 

a point where Catholics and National Democrats could meet. As Lubelski put it: 

 

At a time when global, international Masonry, when international socialism and international sects and heresies gather 

together all their forces against Christ and His Church, when therefore all Catholic forces, wherever they are, ought to step 

forth in solidarity in a great Catholic action against these enemies—[at such a time] chauvinism that builds mutual 

suspicions, dislike, hatred….must in many cases be recognized as overt treason against Catholic interests. (32-33) 

 

We return, then, to the Catholic perception of being besieged by a hostile modern world—now seen not merely as a concatenation of 

abstract social forces, but as a specific enemy organized within a broad Masonic conspiracy. The Endecja was bad because it both 

distracted Catholics from this apocalyptic struggle with evil, and because in many ways it represented the enemy (insofar as Dmowski 

promoted religious tolerance and popular politics, and insofar as he refused to recognize the transcendent status of the Catholic 

Church). But a National Democracy shorn of these objectionable qualities would be entirely acceptable to the Church—particularly 

since both shared, at the most basic level, a common foe: the Jews. 

 Anti-Semitism in its “modern” form disturbed Catholic authors in the late nineteenth century. When Poland’s first explicitly 

anti-Semitic magazine, Jan Jele� ski’s Rola, appeared in 1883, Przegl� d Katolicki printed a strong critique of the new periodical. 

Denouncing the whole concept of a “struggle for survival” (the terms with which Jele� ski described Polish-Jewish relations) as anti-

Christian, an anonymous editorialist tried to urge Rola to take a different path. “Rola is fulfilling its civic duty when it complains 

about our lack of attention to industry and trade, when it calls for competition in these areas with the Jews, when it criticizes Jewish 

usury, etc. But it can do all of this without descending from the position of Christian love, without soaking its pen in hatred. . . . The 

German, and the Jew, and every human is a brother to the Pole, if the Pole recognizes God as his Father . . .” (“Walka o byt,” 104-

105). A few issues later the paper reiterated that it was acceptable to criticize the specific actions of any individual or group, but one 

must “never forget that the Jews are our neighbors” (“Obja� nienie ‘Roli,’” 155). This is not to say that the late nineteenth century 
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Church was a bastion of enlightened tolerance: Przegl� d Katolicki could be as hostile towards the Jews as anyone, even insisting that 

there might indeed be some Jewish “fanatics” who secretly performed blood rituals (“W kwestji rytualnego u� ywania krwi 

chrze� cija� skiej,” 204-5). But overall the paper merely repeated long-standing prejudices, while insisting that the duties of “Christian 

love” took precedence over the “struggle for survival.” 

 From about 1900, however, the anti-Semitic rhetoric of the Catholic press intensified—even on the pages of Przegl� d 

Katolicki. In that year an author writing under the initials P. b. J. argued that anti-Semitism could never appear in Poland, because it 

was uniquely Protestant and German (339). That was standard fare for the Catholic press, but P. b. J. proceeded to move closer 

towards the radical right than any clerical author before him. In a later installment in his series, he argued that  

 

the Jews are entirely different; they are the only society, in their opinion, which has a right to exist, because they possess, in 

their judgement, the absolute truth. For themselves, in the name of that truth, they demand power, and since they do not have 

their own fatherland under their feet, they regard the whole earth as their fatherland and want to be supreme on [the earth] 

and command others….There is really only one path to the conquest of the earth for the Jews...the steady destruction of 

Christianity in its religious and social aspect. There is, quite simply, not a single means of undermining Christianity that the 

Jews have neglected. Be it anti-Christian publications or newspapers, or pornography, or facilitating debauchery and 

drunkenness, or the trade in live humans, or making it easier for minors to cheat their parents, or bribing private and public 

servants and bureaucrats—in all these fields the Jews lead all others (if they are not totally dominant). (360-62).  

 

How this differed from “German” and “Protestant” anti-Semitism was unclear. Indeed, in the next issue the author admitted that 

despite his initial criticism of the anti-Semites, he was echoing much of their rhetoric. The key distinction, J. b. P. concluded, was that 

he proposed beating the Jews in their own game in the “struggle over life and death” (the first time a Catholic publicist had used this 

dangerous Spencerian expression), without using violence (395). 

 Within a few years such ranting became typical of the Catholic press, and by the interwar years the Church became one of the 

primary advocates of both anti-Semitism and the idea that Catholicism was fundamentally national and the nation fundamentally 

Catholic (Modras). Meanwhile, as Catholic authors articulated an increasingly virulent anti-Semitism, National Democratic authors 

moved away from the points of their doctrine the Church found objectionable. Even before W.W.I the movement had shed all talk of 

liberal tolerance for religious diversity, replacing this (as I have described elsewhere) with a growing preoccupation with social 

discipline and cohesion (Porter, “Democracy and Discipline;” When Nationalism Began to Hate). Moreover, the longer the Endecja 

deployed its tactical Catholicism, the more it attracted sincerely pious Catholics. By the late 1920s it was common for Catholics and 

nationalists alike to distinguish between a pre-W.W.I nationalism that was “atheistic,” “pagan,” and “destructive” and a postwar 

nationalism that was “Christian” and “creative” (Keiling, 158-59). A landmark text marking this divide was Józef Ujejski’s 

Nationalism as an Ethical Problem, published during W.W.I. Here this Catholic literary critic offered a sympathetic reading of some 

key National Democratic writings, in which he carefully pruned away that which was obviously heretical in a Catholic context—such 

as the claim that the good of the nation was the only valid ethical standard—and offered a way to accept both Catholic universalism. 

The nation, Ujejski argued, was clearly a divine creation, and as such it was a proper, even a natural, locus for our loyalties. To 

sacrifice our personal welfare for the good of the nation was a great thing, and if we did so in the context of the international struggle 

for survival, then we were merely following a basic instinct for (collective) survival. The Church certainly did not condemn self-

defense, Ujejski argued, and likewise it could not criticize a nation’s desire for self-preservation (Nacyonalizm). 

 This sort of argument set the stage for a reconciliation between Catholicism and the National Democrats. Those ideas which 

were unacceptable to the Church—some remnants of liberal religious tolerance and populist rhetoric—were long since gone by the 
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end of W.W.I, and more extreme articulations of “national egoism” were replaced by Ujejski’s somewhat softened appeal to 

“collective self preservation.” Above all, the movement abandoned its instrumental treatment of the Church as a mere “national 

institution,” and began treating it as the core of the nation’s being. As late as 1922 the Endecja’s youth auxiliary, M
odzie�  

Wszechpolski, declared in its program that “the nation is the highest good that we have. All facts and problems from the realm of 

ethics and politics must be viewed and assessed exclusively from the national point of view.” A mere three years later, however, the 

group deleted this passage, proclaiming instead that “faith and religious feelings are an important source for society’s moral strength, 

as well as a guarantor of its high moral level. The Catholic Church, as the religion of the huge majority of the Polish nation, ought to 

occupy a leading position in its religious life” (Grott, 74-76). In 1927 Dmowski himself published the seminal work, The Church, the 

Nation, and the State, in which he clearly proclaimed the fundamental Catholicity of Polish identity, and implicitly renounced his 

earlier instrumental approach to religion. No longer would the National Democrats approach Catholicism as a mere social institution, 

to be analyzed and utilized like all other such institutions. The modernists had tried to bring the Church down to earth; Dmowski and 

his colleagues allowed it to remain in heaven. 

 Catholic authors, in turn, revised their approach towards the national movement—to the point of rewriting their own history. 

Interwar books such as P. Kubicki’s Clerical Warriors for Church and Fatherland, or his The Social Activism of the Church in 

Poland, and the Martyrology of the Roman Catholic Clergy and Faithful under the Prussian and Russian Partitions painted a picture 

of the rebel-priest, devoted to serving the nation in its time of need, just as the Church had always—it was now said—defended 

Polishness. The writings of Father J. Woroniecki, Father Mieczys
aw � ywczy� ski, and the translated work of the French polonist, 

Father Adrian Boudou, attempted to redefine (in a more positive light) the legacy of papal encyclicals such as Cum Primum, which 

had once been so reviled by Polish patriots. Even romantic poets like Adam Mickiewicz and Juliusz S
owacki—in their lifetimes 

anathematized as heretics—were re-interpreted in a more “Catholic” manner by interwar literary critics (Chrzanowski; Ujejski, Dzieje 

polskiego mesjanizmu). More importantly, however, Catholics authors were increasingly drawn to the Endecja—never entirely and 

uncritically, but enough so that the two could establish a working alliance against their mutual foes: Masons, Jews, and more generally 

the forces of liberal modernity. 

The rapprochement between the radical right and the Church not only moderated some of the explicit amorality of Endek rhetoric, but 

also facilitated the modernization of Polish Catholicism. Nationalism—now appropriately Catholicized —gave the Church a way of 

talking about mass politics, about social change and urbanization, and about Poland’s place in a new Europe. Above all, it gave 

Catholics access to a modern, “scientific” rhetoric, complete with slogans about the “struggle for survival.” Thus was born an entirely 

new form of Catholicism, one which pushed reformists like Szech outside the boundaries of the faith, but which had plenty of room 

for Dmowski and his many heirs. 
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