
THE COUNCIL OF FOUR LANDS

By the 16th century the Jews of Poland had forged for themselves a well
organized government. In fact, the Polish state encouraged them to do this,
primarily because it made the collection of taxes much easier. As for the
Jews it afforded them a convenient union of all their communities. Unity
helped to safeguard their common interests and protect them against their
enemies. Additionally, the rabbinic leaders of Polish Jewry saw cultural
advantages to this organization, and gave them an opportunity for the wider
application of Jewish law.

R. Shalom Shachna, rabbi of Lublin, gave definite form to the idea of an
intercommunal union about the year 1530. The lands under Polish rule
were divided into three districts - Poland proper, Polish Russia (Ruthenia),
and Lithuania. The Jews of these three provinces joined together into one
council. A little less than a century later, in 1623, the Jews of Lithuania
withdrew to form a council of their own. The impetus for this was that the
government had begun to impose a separate tax on them.

The Polish Jewish Council was then reorganized into four lands, or
provinces, the Vaad Arba HaAratzos. It consisted of Greater Poland,
Lesser, ot little, Poland (the area around Cracow), Ruthenia, and Volhynia.
Each province had a separate council and chose its representatives to the
Council of Four Lands. The general council consisted usually of 30 men,
and it usually met semi-annually, unless an emergency demanded an extra
session.

To make sure that matters of business and finance remained in
experienced hands, the number of rabbis in the Council was limited to six.
The head of the Council was always a layman, a much sought after
position. This head was in effect the head of the entire Jewish community
of Poland. There were always two standing committees: one headed by a
rabbi dealt with matters of culture and Jewish law, and another headed by
a layman concerned itself with matters of taxation. Special committees
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were also convened when other matters of interest to all Polish Jewry
arose from time to time.

One result of this nation-wide unity, and of the peculiar position of the
Jewish group within the Polish state, was the appearance of the shtadlan
(one who tries). He was an official ambassador of the Jews, appointed by
the Council and responsible to it. However, the shtadlan had no official
standing at the Polish court. Knowing full well that powerful enemies were
ready to seize every opportunity to hurt Jewish interests, the Council would
engage the services of a Jew whose duty it was to live in the capital and
guard the welfare of his people.

The shtadlan had to possess definite qualifications: good manners,
thorough knowledge of the Polish language, wide acquaintanceship among
the Polish nobility, the ability to judge human nature, and to use the art of
diplomacy. Every meeting of the Polish parliament (Diet) was a critical time
for the Jews of Poland. The combination of the lesser nobility, the middle
class, and the lower clergy was too powerful to be disregarded. At such
times the shtadlan had to be on hand to visit people privately, and by an
appeal to reason and justice, to turn them from enemies into good, if
temporary, friends. When he failed to prevent the passage of an anti-Jewish
measure, he would exert himself to persuade the Polish king to temper its
severity. Thus, he was a backdoor diplomat or lobbyist.

The Council also served as a final court of appeals. Disputes between
individual Jews could be settled initially in local Jewish courts.When
disputes lingered, though, higher courts also existed, consisting of men
more learned in Jewish law. However, disagreements between individuals
and communities, and quarrels between two communities, had to be taken
directly to the Council. The most common causes for such lawsuits were
the taxes imposed upon various individuals or communities. Every large
community desired to extend its power over as many smaller ones in its
neighborhood as possible. This gave the community a larger number of
individuals among whom its quota of the tax could be divided. In such
matters the judicial committee of the Council was the final court. In case of
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necessity, the Polish government enforced the Council’s decisions,
although they were arrived at according to Jewish, not Polish, law.

The Polish Jews lived in accordance with Talmudical law. Consequently
they were deeply interested in its study for practical purposes, not just as
an intellectual exercise. Nor did the Jewish community, and its leadership in
the Council, make any distinction between civil and religious law. They
realized that the life of the Jewish community depended on both aspects of
Judaism, and that behind everything else lay the necessity for Jewish
education. The Council made it its business to encourage, and even
insisted upon, the establishment of schools and yeshivot in every town of a
certain size. They laid down rules for instruction, and also ordered the strict
enforcement of moral law.

They also enforced the government’s laws regarding the Jews, even in
instances where some of these laws were anri-Jewish. Such, for example,
was the law forbidding the Jews to dress in expensive clothes. The
Councils of both Poland and Lithuania were strong central governments
under which the Jews realized a considerable measure of cultural and
religious autonomy. Unfortunately, their effectiveness was undermined by
an avalanche of misfortunes which overwhelmed the Jews of Poland in the
middle of the 17th century.
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