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The burgeoning interest in Jewish heritage in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union is 

generally taken as a net positive development in a threefold process of return, reclamation 

and renewal. In recent years, many localities have invested time, money, political and cultural 

capital in their Jewish heritage, resulting in the reappearance and comparative normalization 

of Jewish life in otherwise non-Jewish places. This presentation will consider how local and 

international interest in Jewish heritage impacts local Jewish communities specifically. In some 

places, the wider exploration of heritage, where it has been possible without intervention, is 

contributing to sustainable community growth and community empowerment, while in others 

it has occurred beside Jewish communities, making little impact on them. In still others, interest 

in Jewish heritage has been caught up in larger socio-cultural forces, specifically touristification 

and gentrification, with very damaging impacts on local Jewish communities. 

This presentation will explore two case studies  showing the divergent impacts of the heritage 

industry on local Jewish communities. On one hand, it will consider positive examples from 

Belarus, the Polosk Jewish Cultural Educational Foundation and the Great Synagogue in 

Slonim. On the other hand, it will consider the situation in Kraków, specifically the controversy 

over the conversion of the former Chevra Tehilim Beit Midrash to an upscale bar and 

restaurant. Through these case studies, the presentation will articulate how the use and misuse 

of heritage sites impact the consciousness of local Jewish communities, sometimes hardening 

and sometimes breaking stereotypes and misconceptions with which all members of the 

community must contend. 

The paper will highlight the need for models of governance and control over heritage sites 

and a need for transparency, responsibility and the creation of planning boards operating on 

inclusive, democratic practices. 
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