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Jewish Life in the Shadow of Destruction

Yitzchak Mais

urrent awareness of the Holocaust stands in
marked contrast to that of the early postwar
decades, which witnessed—with some
notable exceptions—a “strange silence”
shrouding the Holocaust, in both Jewish
communities and the academic world.' In
the last three decades, however, in addition
to the creation of Holocaust museums and memorials
around the world, there has been an unparalleled explo-
sion of creative and intellectual activity aimed at dealing
with this unique catastrophe. These activities range from
popular TV dramas, movies, plays, and fiction to art
exhibitions and concerts, along with an expanding body
of scholarly research and publications in such diverse
fields as history, literature, philosophy, and psychology.
Six decades after the end of World War II, the Holocaust
is recognized as a watershed event with ramifications of
critical significance for Jews and non-Jews alike.
Unfortunately, both popular and scholarly works
dealing with the Holocaust routinely highlight the Nazi
process of persecution that ultimately ended in the bru-
tal murder of the Jews. Scant attention is paid to Jewish
life in Europe before the Nazi assault. Thus we know the
Jews primarily as victims, with little knowledge of who
they were. We learn little about their family life, their
communities, their languages, and their views of their
world and future before the war. Nor do we know how
they responded to the unimaginable assault on their
lives and their families. Regrettably, Jews under German
domination are often depicted as passive objects—face-
less extras in the drama of their own destruction.”
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A disturbing consequence of this lack of knowl-
edge is that often, in very subtle ways, Jews themselves
are blamed for being victims.* The questions people ask
often imply guilt. The Holocaust author and survivor
Primo Levi observed: “Among the questions that are
put to us [survivors] there is one that is never absent:
Indeed, as the years go by, it is formulated with ever
increasing persistence, and with an ever less hidden
accent of accusation. More than a single question, it is
a family of questions. ‘Why did you not escape? Why
did you not rebel? Why did you not avoid capture
beforehand?”* These queries imply that the victims
could have acted differently, and that by not doing so,
they were somehow “wrong,” or even worse, might be
somehow responsible for their own demise.’

This widespread depiction of Jews as innocent but
passive victims presents a fundamentally skewed picture
of what was a far more complex and nuanced situation,
and prevents people from viewing the behavior of Jews
during the Holocaust in a positive light.

There is a need, therefore, to present the often-
ignored Jewish dimension of the Holocaust. Doing so
will help audiences get inside the heads of the threat-
ened Jews, so they can understand not only how
Jews perceived and reacted to changing Nazi policies
but how they understood the implications of these
policies. A more complete perspective will reveal that
Jews were not passive victims, but active agents who
responded with a surprisingly wide range of resource-
ful actions. Such a presentation is the objective of both
this volume and the exhibition that inspired it.
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The presentation of the Jewish perspective, as
opposed to the Nazi perspective, requires us to suspend
our historical hindsight. Although we know that the
Nazis carried out a systematic assault on the Jews that
culminated in mass murder, Jews at the time did not
know this. The unprecedented nature of the murderous
anti-Jewish policies made it nearly impossible for Jews
to understand their impending destruction.

Visitors to our exhibition will be challenged to re-
evaluate their understanding of what constitutes resist-
ance. While we consciously offer no rigid definition of
what comprises Jewish resistance, we have organized
our presentation around four categories of responses
that reflect the intentions—and often the results—of
the actions of a multitude of Jews who attempted to
defy the Nazis. These four types of resistance occurred
in all areas of Nazi domination and are an adaptation
of the categories suggested by the Swiss historian,
Werner Rings, in his important research on how Euro-
pean peoples responded to German occupation.®

Rings’ four categories are Symbolic and Personal
Resistance— attempts to preserve individual dignity,
Jewish identity, and Jewish continuity; Polemic Resist-
ance—attempts to compile and spread the news of
Nazi brutalities to Jews in occupied Europe and also
the free world; Defensive Resistance—attempts to aid
and protect Jews; and Offensive and Armed Resistance,
spontaneous acts of revenge and organized armed
efforts against the Nazis and their collaborators.
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Our goal is to demonstrate that there was no
single response but rather a multitude of reactions
intended to defy German plans to dehumanize Jews
and destroy Judaism. Our “typology of resistance”
outlines the diverse Jewish responses, but important-
ly, without establishing a hierarchy of merit.

Although most Jews fell victim to Nazi brutality,
they did, not, as a rule, give in to demoralization or
moral collapse, thus refuting the prevalent stereotype:
True the Jews were slaughtered, but clearly not like
sheep! The tragic fate of the Jews demands empathy
and commemoration; the dignity and strength exhibit-
ed by both victims and survivors in the face of unprece-
dented violence requires recognition and demands
respect. For Jewish audiences, there is a particular
need to understand the diversity of Jewish defiance.

Yehuda Bauer, the noted Israeli Holocaust histo-
rian, highlighted this relevancy: “A Jew seeking to
understand what his Jewishness means must take
into account his people’s greatest catastrophe. He
must ask himself, for example: How did the values
and attitudes to which I am heir stand up under the
most terrible test in history? If Jews were able to face
the Nazi terror in one way or another, is it because
something in their tradition, culture or history
helped them, or did their particular tradition have
nothing to do with it? Is there something that I as a
Jew should remember and which I should warn Jews
and others, lest a similar fate befall them?””

A JEWISH PERSPECTIVE ON THE HOLOCAUST

avid Engel’s essay “Resisting in Jewish
Time” (p. 10) argues that a Jewish perspec-
tive on the periodization of the Holocaust
will complement the traditional approach
that divides the Holocaust into stages
using milestones defined by the actions of
the Nazis.® A central theme in our Jewish-
centered narrative is the evolution of Jewish responses
to the various Nazi policies devised against them. To
illustrate this evolution we have developed four the-
matic periods: Responding to the Nazi Rise to Power;
Resisting Occupation; Resisting Deportation; and
Resisting Mass Murder.

Responding to the Nazi Rise to Power

In general, the initial Jewish reaction to Nazi anti-Jew-
ish measures, on both the individual and communal
level, was an attempt to lead normal lives. This striving
for normalcy can be seen in numerous initiatives
undertaken by leaders of the Jewish community, by
Jewish organizations, and by individual Jews, all of
whom responded to what they believed was a brutal—
but temporary—situation. This range of activities
addressed the material and spiritual needs of the perse-
cuted Jews, reflecting the resourcefulness and vitality of
the Jewish community as well as its desire to frustrate
the aims of the Nazis and their collaborators.
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This active opposition to an increasingly hostile
environment began in Germany in 1933 shortly after
Hitler’s rise to power. It included creating alternative
activities and organizations for Jews to replace those
from which they were excluded. A major achievement
was uniting the often-conflicting ideological groups
under a single umbrella organization, Reichsvertretung
der Deutschen Juden (Reich Representation of German
Jews). Led by Rabbi Leo Baeck, this official representa-
tive body was formed in September 1933 and served as
a much-needed liaison with the hostile Nazi govern-
ment as well as a source of material aid, education, and
emigration assistance for its Jewish constituents.

That same year also witnessed the creation of the
Kulturbund (Cultural Union of German Jews), which
allowed Jewish artists and audiences, who had been
excluded from public cultural life, to continue their
cultural activities in newly organized theaters and
orchestras throughout Germany. As a reaction to their
exclusion from the general Winter Relief programs in
1935, Jews established their own Winterhilfe (Winter
Relief), which aided and supported many impover-
ished Jews who, for the first time, needed to receive
welfare. Finally, throughout this period, the Jewish
community initiated practical alternatives for banned
Jews in a variety of disciplines (medicine, law, educa-
tion, sports), allowing them—at least for a time—to
pursue their interests and their profession after being
“legally” excluded by the regime.

There were also a number of attempts to confront
and reduce Nazi persecution and discrimination. Jews
undertook legal actions in the courts, and attempted to
sway public opinion. An extraordinary legal initiative
was the Bernheim Petition, which challenged the legal-
ity of Nazi anti-Jewish laws within the areas of former
Poland that had been annexed to Germany. Backed by
Jewish organizations, Franz Bernheim filed a complaint
against the German government in the League of
Nations (the predecessor to the UN) in May 1933.
Remarkably, the League, which supervised this area,
upheld the grievance. Germany was forced to retract its
laws and, until 1937, stop discriminating against Jews
in Upper Silesia.

Clandestine political groups opposing the Nazi
regime counted among their members an unusually
high number of Jewish activists, including those who
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Jews were not passive
victims, but active agents
who responded with

a surprisingly wide range
of resourceful actions.

made up the Jewish-organized Baum Group. Jewish
political activity dramatically increased, especially
among the various Zionist movements, which escalated
their social, educational, and political activities, allowing
desperate Jewish youth an opportunity for positive self-
expression, and sustaining their hopes for emigration
to Palestine.

Jewish religious institutions became a haven for
those rejected by German society by intensifying their
educational and outreach programs to all members of
the Jewish community. The law banning shechitah
(kosher butchering) in April 1933 was successfully
evaded by a few dedicated individuals, who continued
to perform kosher slaughtering clandestinely through-
out the 1930’s despite the threat of severe punishment.’

Jews were forced to decide whether to stay and
“ride out the storm” or to leave. But options for those
who wanted to leave were limited, since countries like
the United States, Great Britain, and British-controlled
Palestine refused to revise their strict quota system to
admit more Jewish refugees. Many Jews had to rely on
their ingenuity and courage. The fact that thousands
escaped to Shanghai, the Dominican Republic, and
other countries with unfamiliar cultures indicates their
determination and desperation. We can empathize with
parents who were faced with the choice of letting their
children go on their own to Palestine, via Youth Aliyah
or, after Kristallnacht, on Kindertransports to England.
Parents had to struggle with their deepest fears of never
seeing their children again.

Avraham Barkai, a noted researcher, observed that
the manifold initiatives undertaken by the German
Jewish community were “an important expression of
its solidarity, cohesiveness, and the collective will to
resist the ever more hostile environment.”"
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Resisting Occupation

It can be said that individuals and communities base
their expectations for the future on their experience of
the past. In many lands occupied by the Nazis—Poland,
Lithuania, and the Ukraine in particular—many Jews
were influenced (and tragically misled) by memories of
the benevolent German occupation of World War 1,
considered a vast improvement over life under the
brutal Czarist regime that it replaced. Although Jews in
Western Europe feared a German invasion, they were
confident that their generally successful integration
into society would result in their protection by local
authorities. Moreover, they believed that their non-Jew-
ish neighbors would not abandon them.

Occupation occurred in different countries at differ-
ent times between 1939 and 1944" and had different
effects. The attempt to isolate Jews was universal, but
isolation could range from discriminatory laws to the
requirement for Jews to wear the yellow star to forced
concentration in sealed ghettos. For the most part, Jews
recognized the occupation as a difficult but not unusual
hardship of a wartime regime.

This resigned recognition was especially true among
Jews who confronted hellish conditions in the ghettos
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of Eastern Europe. It is important to understand life in
the ghetto the way imprisoned Jews experienced it, and
crucial to consider it from their perspective and within
the context of their understanding of the future. Unaware
of their impending fate, Jews approached life in the
ghettos on its own terms and not simply, as it is generally
perceived today, as a way station to the death camps.
Almost without exception, we note that Jews in
sealed ghettos, as well as those living throughout occu-
pied Europe, strongly believed that the forces of good
would ultimately triumph over the forces of evil, and
that the Allies would eventually defeat Germany and
her collaborators. Hence, Jews developed the deep con-
viction that, just as they had repeatedly been saved
from enemies who sought to destroy them throughout
their long history, so would they ultimately be rescued
from the Nazis. Although large numbers of Jews would
surely perish, the majority optimistically believed that
it was possible for many, especially the productive, to
hold out and survive their oppressors—a conviction
known in Yiddish as iberleben (to survive and outlast).
Jews, therefore, viewed occupation as an existential
challenge that required them to look to their long tra-
dition of autonomous Jewish communal life and to
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James Mattern, the Texan who is flying around the world

NAZIREGINE YIELDS
ON JEWS IN SILESIA;
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Allows League Council to

ROOSEVELT MODIFIES CUTS
IN VETERAN ALLOWANCES
BUT FAILS T0 WIN HoUs!

Prices of City Bonds Rise
On News of 0’Brien Tax Plan

Prices of New York City bonds
rose half a point to 2 points yes-
terday on publication of Mayor
O'Brien’s plan to raise more than
$30,000,000 from bridge, taxicab
and other new levies. Yester-
day's rise brought the city's long-
term 414 per cent bonds to 83 bid
and 85 asked, and the 6s, due
1935, to 913 bid, 92% asked, and
the 6s, due 1936 and 1937, to 91
bid, 92 asked.

Plans are reported under way
to bring about a meeting either
late today or tomorrow of the
member banks of the New York
Clearing House Association to
discuss definite plans for refund-
Ing the short-term debt of the
city, which matures Saturday in
the amount of $153,646,000.

MEDALIE OPENS FIRE
ON MITCHELL STORY

Banker, in Cross-Examination,
Ref to Admit a Selfish

bill for raising
in new revenue from

Motive in ‘Sacrifice.

to Ask New Power.
ROADS LINKED TO BANKERS

Pecora Tries to Get Answers
From O. P. Van Sweringen,
Who Forgets Borrowing.

THEY CLASH, BOTH ANGRY

inquiry Centres on Purchases of
Equipment After Control of
Lines Was Financed.

Epecial to THE NEW YORK TIMes.
WASHINGTON, June 6.—A search-
ing inquiry into the income-tax rec-
ords of J. P. Morgan and his score
of partners was virtually decided
upon today by the Senate commit-
tee which has been delving into the
operations of the banking firm.
The decision preceded a day of
further investigation In which Fer-
dinand Pecora. counsel for the
committee, sought to tie the House
of Morgan up with the control of
the Van Sweringen railroads.
The question of Morgan taxes—

from New York, is reported by The Associated Press to
have left Omsk, Siberia, for Chita, Siberia, at 6:10 P. M,
yesterday, Eastern Daylight Time. He was then ten and a
half hours behind the time at this point of Wiley Post and
Harold Gatty, whose record he is trying to beat.

By JAMES MATTERN.

Copyright by the NANA, Inc.,, and The New York Times Company,

OMSK, Siberia, June 6.—I arrived
from Moscow at Omsk this after-
noon, feeling fine, and rested and
am ready to go on to Chita.

I have had adverse weather and
wind conditions on each leg of the
flight. The New York to Oslo hop
was hard on me. I collected ice
four times over the ocean.

A 6,000-foot dive was made with
ice on my wings. A wing cracked.

I had to fly blind 200 feet above
the ocean to get warm air. The
only way to get through was to
turn North.

The clapsed time from New York
to ©Oslo was twenty-three hours.
The motor was running great.

I had three hours’ rest in Nor-
way and repaired the wing that had
cracked in the middle of the ocean.

I had four hours of blind flying
across the Baltic Sea to Moscow. I
have been eating nothing but
oranges that I carried from New
York. Iam not getting fuel out of
my fuselage tanks.

After my arrival in Moscow I had
three hours' sleep and worked the
rest of the night on the ship.

On the Moscow to Omsk flight

everything went well. Most of the
‘way, however, I had to fight head-
winds.

1 crossed the Ural Mountains and
took the direct airline over the flat
steppes. The temperature changes
have been terrific, ranging lrom
zero to 100 degrees.

I was very tired when I nrrivedv
at Omsk and slept on the ground:
beside the ship. They awakened|
me at intervals for refueling in-
structions. I got three hours of
sleep and am now feeling fit and
ready for the next lap.

JIMMIE MATTERN, °

By The Associated Press.
OMSK, Siberia, Wednesday, June'
7.—James Mattern, American round-

the-world flyer, took off toward

Chita, Siberia, 1,700 miles east of

here, at 1:10 A. M. Moscow Time

(6:10 P. M. Tuesday, Eastern Day-

light Time).

At the take-off the Texas pilot’
was ten hours and forty-one min-
utes behind the time set by Wiley'
Post and Harold Gatty when they
set the world-girdling record of

Continued on Page Three.

Make Binding Report That
Reich Recently Rejected.

TO END TREATY VIOLATIONS

But Berlin Has Not Agreed
to Revoke All Anti-Jewish
Measures in Province.

GIVING IN ON OLYMPICS

Resolution Expected to Be Adopted
by Committee Today Assuring
the Rights of Jews,

By CLARENCE K. STREIT.

Wireless to THE New Yorx TIMES.
GENEVA, June 6.—By abstaining
from voting, the German Govern-
ment allowed the Council of the
League of Nations this morning to
adopt in a binding way the report
of Sean Lester holding that the ap-
plication of anti-Semitic measures
in Upper Silesia complained of in
the petition of Franz Bernheim vio-
lated tha sonvantian fan tha

American Protest to Bolivia
On War Damage Is Reported

By The Associated Press.

WASHINGTON, June 6.—Re-
ports that Bolivia was prepared
to make material restitution for
damage done American-owned
property at Puerto Casado by
Chaco war-bombing planes were
received here today from unoffi-
cial sources.

Bolivia. it was said, had In-
formed the United States Min-
ister in La Paz the bombing was
justified by military necessity in
her war with Paraguay.

The United States was under-
stood to have protested the bomb-
ing, which took place on April 27,
through its legation at La Paz
after the International Products
Company of New York and Amer-
lcan residents had complained.

The Bolivian Government is said
to consider the area of military
importance in the war with Para-
guay but to be prepared to nego-
tiate a settlement of private
claims of Americans.

SHORTER WEEK AIM
OF INDUSTRY BILL

SLASHES HELD T0 2

But Order Covers On
Direct Service Cases-
Cost Is$60,000,000.

REBELS FOR SENATE PL!

This, Including ‘Presumptiv
Disabilities, Would Erase
$170,000,000 Savings.

OFFICES BILL IS HELD L

Leaders Study Parliamenta
Strategy to Bar Reversal
for the Administration.

Special to THE NEW YORK TIMES.
WASHINGTON, June 8.—A co1
promise move by the President 1
day to modifv veterans® pensjon 1
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engage in activities to confront and frustrate their
tormentors. They provided services that were normally
supplied by municipal authorities and now were
administered by the Jewish Councils, such as housing
allocations, food distribution, employment, sanitation,
health services, refugee shelters, schools, and religious
services. Other organizations, like the House Commit-
tees in Warsaw, which often operated in opposition to
the Jewish Councils, instituted a wide range of volun-
tary welfare and social services to combat starvation,
demoralization, and rampant epidemics.

A particular challenge facing the Jews was the need
to maintain morale in the ghettos. Social and cultural
activities were initiated by prewar political parties like
the Bund, the Zionists, and the Socialists. The various
Zionist youth movements played an especially critical
role in sustaining and nurturing ghetto youth, both
physically through their soup kitchens and spiritually
through their educational and social initiatives (p.80).
Rabbis led religious activities, often clandestinely. The
numerous cultural activities, which ranged from theater
productions and concerts to art exhibitions and literary
evenings, were clear evidence of an untrammeled spirit
and the desire to live in the fullest sense of the word.

There were also many examples of underground
activities, including the daring work of the women
couriers, who risked their lives disseminating and
receiving information from the isolated Jewish com-
munities throughout Europe; the publication and dis-
tribution of illegal underground newspapers to inform
the population of the true nature of German policies;
the establishment of clandestine archives to document
the events for posterity; and the extremely dangerous
acts of smuggling food into the ghetto by children.

Lucy Dawidowicz, the historian, provides a moving
summary of Jewish defiance in the ghettos: “Despite
the attempts by the Germans to impose a state of bar-
barism upon them, the Jews persisted in maintaining
or in re-creating their organized society and their cul-
ture. The milieu in which the Germans confined them
was a state of war or condition of insecurity.... Never-
theless, in nearly all the ghettos, the Jews conspired
against the Germans to provide themselves with arts,
letters, and society—above all, with the protection of
the community against man's solitariness and brutish-
ness. Never was human life suspended.”*
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Resisting Deportation

In considering the Jewish responses to mass deporta-
tions, one thing must be remembered: Although we
know today that Nazi trains led to Auschwitz and other
killing sites, Jews, at the time, did not. It is important to
distinguish between the early deportations of Jews
from their towns to larger cities, other provinces and
even other countries, which resulted in actual resettle-
ment, not murder, and the later deportations of Jews to
the death camps. The precedent of the early deportations
made Jews more susceptible to deceptive tactics later
when the Final Solution was actually implemented."
Most Jews were taken in by Nazi deceptions, and
accepted the claim of “resettlement in the East” as “rea-
sonable” and consistent with the Nazi policy of forced
population transfers. Many Jews were disarmed by the
German use of terror and deception, as well as by their
own inability to imagine what was truly unimaginable.

Following the German invasion of the Soviet
Union in June 1941, ghettos were established in some
of the major Jewish population centers in the German-
occupied Soviet territories. These included Vilna,
Kovno, Riga, and Lvov. In contrast to those established
in Poland prior to June 1941, these ghettos were created
in the wake of the mass shootings carried out by mobile
killing units and local collaborators. Jewish responses
in these new ghettos were similar to the acts of defiance
that took place in the Polish ghettos, as we have
described previously. Life continued, but under the
heavy shadow cast by mass shootings and accompanied
by an intensifying sense of isolation. Menacing rumors
of deportations added to the burden of a constantly
deteriorating situation in which life was impossibly
hard and fraught with hunger, disease, and the immi-
nent prospect of death.

Some Jews, particularly those active in the Bundist
and Zionist youth movements, as well as a few political
activists in the ghettos, began to perceive the possibility
of a shift in anti-Jewish policies. The omens of a radical
new reality—seen in random mass shootings and
deportations—led to a deepening sense of vulnerability
and uncertainty.

But new questions and options also arose: How
does one evaluate Nazi occupation, now compounded
with random mass shootings? Is cooperation or defiance
the best way to ensure survival of the community and
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The public will be
challenged to reevaluate
their understanding

of what constitutes
resistance.

individuals? Should Jews obey orders for “resettlement
in the East,” or should they try to go into hiding, or
escape to the forests? When childbearing is banned, is
it better to try and perpetuate the Jewish community—
or is it wrong to bring a child into the world? How can
your contact with the outside world—the need for
spreading the news, getting the news, and seeking aid—
be maintained, and will the world respond? Is it better
to work for the Nazis and survive by being useful, or is
it wrong to aid the enemy?

In the variety of responses taken by the desperate
Jews, one finds no single answer, no single reaction—
only “choiceless choices.” Jews everywhere confronted
impossible dilemmas and obstacles without being
certain that the course of action they chose would
ultimately result in saving their lives. Yet, even in this
context, they acted.

Women couriers smuggled clandestine reports of
massacres in the recently occupied former Soviet terri-
tories. These reports reached various political move-
ments in the Polish ghettos and were disseminated via
underground press to ghetto inhabitants. But the over-
whelming majority refused to believe that all Jews were
slated to be killed. Their continuing belief in iberleben—
that rescue and survival were still possible for many
Jews—prompted them to vehemently oppose the idea
of armed resistance.

While small groups of young people began plan-
ning for armed activities against the Nazis, the majority
of Jews in ghettos continued their previous patterns of
confronting Nazi persecution. In Warsaw, only toward
the conclusion of mass deportations and near decima-
tion of the ghetto in the fall of 1942, did the few remain-
ing Jews accept the option of armed revolt and support
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the young activists. In Vilna, on the other hand, the
underground never received the support of the ghetto
population and was forced to escape to the forests to
carry out armed resistance (p. 108).

The onset of deportations from Western Europe to
the “East” in the spring and summer of 1942 also raised
deep concerns about the appropriate response to the
Nazi onslaught. There was an urgency to identify
options for survival: Some Jews, like the family of Anne
Frank, went into hiding, some were smuggled from
France into neutral countries. But only a limited number
of Jews had the contacts and financial means to either
hide or escape.

In Eastern and Western Europe, the option of
armed resistance was often dependent on the ability of
Jews to receive material support from national under-
ground movements. But members of these movements
operated from a different perspective and timetable.
Non-Jewish resisters wanted to delay their armed upris-
ings until the German forces were seriously weakened.
Jews did not have the luxury of waiting while the
killing process intensified and their communities were
threatened with imminent annihilation.

Yet in Belgium the circumstances demanded
independent Jewish armed action. On July 31,1942, an
underground Jewish group destroyed files from Bel-
gium's Jewish Council in order to sabotage deportations
and, on April 19, 1943, resistance fighters in Tirlemont
stopped a deportation train headed for Auschwitz and
freed 200 Jews (p.124). In Eastern Europe, ghetto under-
ground groups were determined to fight with arms
despite the lack of material support from national
underground movements.

New and daunting choices and challenges present-
ed themselves as the uncertain threat of mass deporta-
tions grew. Should they report for deportation or try to
hide? Which neighbors could be trusted to supply food
and shelter? Hide the entire family or just the children?
Should parents arrange to have their children hidden
with non-Jewish families or in convents?

Since German policy punished the entire Jewish
community for illegal acts of individuals, there was
constant tension about the decision to engage in acts of
sabotage, escape, or armed resistance. The decision to
escape to the forest often pitted individual survival
against survival of the family, since partisan units would
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accept individuals but not entire families. There were
also other critical issues: If you wanted to take up arms,
did you want to be part of a distinctly Jewish resistance,
remaining to fight in the ghetto as a Jew among Jews?
Or should you escape to the forest to join the universal
struggle to defeat the Nazis?

The variety of Jewish responses makes it clear that
there was no one answer or reaction: Individuals inter-
preted events differently, saw different consequences,
and argued with great intensity about which path of
action was more likely to save lives and communities.

Resisting Mass Murder

By the time that most Jews began to comprehend and
internalize the reality of Nazi mass murder—often only
after their arrival at a death camp—they had long been
cut off from the outside world and they were in a
dreadfully weakened physical and mental state. They
had few, if any, resources to call upon.

It seems, however, that humans, by nature, resist
acknowledging absolute helplessness. This resistance to
hopelessness is a major factor in understanding how
Jews responded during the Holocaust; it explains
why those who eventually took up arms or supported
armed resistance did so only after finally losing hope of
a better outcome, or realizing that no amount of pro-
ductive work, cooperation, or bargaining could save
them. They also knew that their actions would pose
no threat to the survival of the already doomed—or
destroyed—community.

It is remarkable that, in the face of these grim real-
izations, and after years of physical and mental stress
and deprivation, so many Jews still had the fortitude
and will to try to take control of their lives. Many deter-
mined to die with dignity, others decided to die fighting,
still others held fast to their beliefs and identity, trying
to preserve their values and faith.

While the general public knows of the heroic revolt
in the Warsaw Ghetto in April 1943, it is often consid-
ered an isolated occurrence. In fact, armed underground
groups operated in more than ninety ghettos through-
out Eastern Europe. As stated previously, most Jews
opposed armed uprisings because they felt that they
would hasten the total destruction of the ghetto.
Because of this opposition from fellow Jews, many mem-
bers of the underground decided to escape the ghetto
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and join the partisans. Nonetheless, armed uprisings
broke out in the ghettos of Bialystok, Bedzin, Krakow,
Czestochowa, Lachwa, and Tyczyn."

Large numbers of Jews also participated in partisan
and underground movements throughout Europe, in
countries such as Belgium, France, Greece, Holland,
Italy, Slovakia, the Soviet Union, and Yugoslavia.
Remarkable manifestations of Jewish resistance were
the unprecedented armed revolts in three of the six
death camps. Fully realizing that few would actually
survive the revolt or the ensuing escape to the forests,
Jewish prisoners planned and carried out uprisings in
Treblinka, Sobibor, and Auschwitz-Birkenau (p. 130).

But it is important to stress that armed resistance
was not the only form of Jewish defiance. Other forms
of resistance manifested themselves wherever Jews were.
These other forms of resistance carried out by Jews in
death camps included escapes to inform the outside
world about the system of industrialized mass murder;
the struggle by many to preserve communal values and
humanity through religious observances or mutual aid;
and, finally, the awe-inspiring example of those Jews,
who, upon realizing that death was imminent and
unavoidable, chose to set an example by the way they
died.

Some left behind ethical wills, imploring their
families to remember the tragedy, avenge their deaths,
and continue to live as good Jews. There are examples
of Jews chanting prayers or singing national or Zionist
anthems as they were led into the gas chambers."” These
desperate but heroic last acts were a clear defiance Nazi
attempts to dehumanize them and an absolute expres-
sion of symbolic resistance.

Understanding the Holocaust from a Jewish per-
spective allows one to acquire a deeper awareness of
the obstacles and dilemmas that Jews confronted and
promotes a respect for the varieties of Jewish defiance.
As one resister reflected, the miracle was not that Jews
could occasionally take up arms, but rather that such
diverse forms of resistance existed at all.

Ultimately, in this book and exhibition, we have
sought to change the widely held perception that Jews,
by and large, failed to resist. The question is not, as some
would pose it, Why did Jews fail to mount cohesive and
effective resistance to the Nazis, but rather, how was it
possible that so many Jews resisted at all?
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