
Unit Four: Jewish Resistance 

Background Information for Teachers: 

When studying about the Holocaust, students frequently ask, “Why didn’t the Jews fight back?”  
It may appear at first glance that Jews didn’t resist, but this is not true.  They resisted as much as 
any other group under Nazi occupation.  Most often, they had to act under circumstances that 
could hardly have been less suited for such activities.  They used the methods available to them 
according to local situations and individual circumstances.  Resistance was usually carried out 
against great odds and with incomplete information about the overall situation.  They had little or 
no outside help and often had to contend with the anti-Semitism of others who were also under 
occupation. 

There are several problems with the question, “Why didn’t the Jews fight back?”  Key lessons 
about the Holocaust emerge from legitimate responses to this question. 

1.      Which Jews? (Part One)  The Holocaust did not descend upon all Jews in the same way.  The 
situation facing German Jews developed slowly over the course of a decade.  They loved 
their country and many couldn’t give it up easily, in spite of Nazi rule. The situation facing 
eastern Jews was very different.  They faced invaders and occupiers.  Even so, they couldn’t 
necessarily rely on non-Jews for assistance.  Some helped, but traditional anti-Judaism 
poisoned the attitudes of many others who should have been natural allies against a common 
enemy.  In some areas, Jews had only days or weeks to understand the nature of events, since 
the Nazis imposed their destructive program much more quickly under occupation than they 
did in Germany.  In Western Europe, Jews were accepted in national resistance groups, but 
distinctions were often made between “native” and “foreign” Jews. 

2.      Which Jews? (Part 2)  Jews across Europe were not a homogeneous group.  There were 
various political, social, economic, and religious philosophies among Jews.  Many of these 
overlapped with non-Jewish groups as well.  The way that a person or group chose to 
respond to the Nazis naturally arose out of their overall worldview, not just their religious 
identity. 

3.      Which Jews? (Part Three)  Jews are also individuals.  Each person had to respond according 
to his/her own abilities and circumstances.  Age, gender, family status, occupation, and 
specific personality traits all played a part in helping a person decide what to do.  Obviously, 
it is ridiculous to oversimplify the topic of Jewish resistance to the Holocaust by framing it as 
a single question, such as “Why didn’t the Jews fight back?” 

4.      What was the goal of resistance?  Some people think of resistance only in terms of military 
fighting.  For most Jews, the goal was individual and collective survival, not killing the 
enemy.  They had no army. They were greatly outnumbered and out-gunned.  Military 
resistance, except in places where guerrilla activity was possible, was suicidal.  
Consequently, fighting resistance usually occurred only after the Nazi mass murder program 
became known.  With survival eliminated as unlikely, resistance often became a choice of the 
manner of death. 

5.      The question, “Why didn’t the Jews fight back?” is somewhat disrespectful.  It implies that 
Jews didn’t respond as they should have or as we would have.  The question hints at the idea 
that there is something wrong with them - that they are fundamentally different from the rest 
of us.  This brings us perilously close to the Nazi lies and stereotypes that disparaged Jews.  
As teachers, we must help students see through such distortions.  It would be tragic if 
Holocaust education perpetuated the very ideas that made the Holocaust possible in the first 
place.   



It may be easier to think about Jewish resistance during the Holocaust if we look at the various 
types of resistance. There were basically two types of resistance and two modes of application. 

•        Active resistance describes doing something to thwart the enemies goals. 
•        Passive resistance describes a refusal to act - not doing what the enemy wants. 
•        Both types of resistance can be carried out in direct or indirect modes.  Direct resistance 

is carried out against the enemy.  Indirect resistance is carried out in support of the 
oppressed individual or community. 

These categories represent a paradigm of resistance.  They are not mutually exclusive.  There are 
many acts of resistance that would fit into more than one category.  The main goal of this model 
is to broaden our thinking to recognize the validity of the various resistance strategies.  The 
following chart illustrates some resistance possibilities. 

 Active Passive 
Direct •        The Warsaw Ghetto Uprising 

•        Death Camp revolts at Treblinka, Sobibor, 
and Auschwitz 

•        Fighting as Jewish partisans and as 
members of national resistance groups 

•        Sabotage during labor projects 

•        Refusing to report for 
deportation 

•        Hiding 

•        Refusing to wear the 
Jewish star / Concealing 
Jewish identity 

Indirect •        Smuggling supplies or information into 
the ghetto or camp 

•        Producing or obtaining false identification 
papers 

•        Engaging in clandestine religious, 
educational, or cultural activities in spite 
of prohibitions 

•        Escaping from camps, ghettoes, or Nazi-
occupied areas 

•        Survival – Refusal to 
give up in spite of 
conditions designed to 
lead to death 

 



Brainstorming Activity 

This activity is designed to be an introduction to the topic of Jewish resistance to the Holocaust.  
Unfortunately, some people have the idea that Jews didn’t fight back against what the Nazis were 
trying to do to them.  Others may recognize examples of Jewish resistance, but define it much 
too narrowly.  

Objectives: 

Students will: 

1.       Brainstorm a list of activities that they think should be labeled as resistance. 

2.       Broaden their definition of resistance by defining its goals. 

3.       Broaden their understanding of resistance by considering the feasibility of various acts 
under prevailing circumstances. 

Materials: 

The only item needed for this activity is the Jewish Resistance Possibilities Chart. You may 
choose to give students copies of the chart, or you may prefer to use a larger version on the 
chalkboard or overhead projector. 

Procedures: 

1.       Begin by asking students to define what “Resistance” means.  Write a few of the 
suggestions on the board. 

2.       Using the student definitions as a starting point, ask students to define what they think is 
meant by the phrase, “Jewish resistance to the Holocaust”.  Most suggestions will probably 
have to do with fighting, at least at first.  Some students may begin to add nuances to the 
definitions that suggest a broader range of meaning. 

3.       Now ask students to brainstorm a list of all the activities they can think of that would fit 
their definitions. 

4.       Now that you have a list, you can begin helping students to broaden their understanding of 
Jewish resistance.  You can do this in two ways.   

• First, ask students to list all of the possible goals Jews might have had under the 
circumstances of Nazi rule.  There are quite a few reasonable goals to be suggested.  
Trying to achieve any of them can legitimately be called resistance. 

• Second, introduce the resistance model on the transparency sheet.  Give plenty of 
examples (not related to the Holocaust or war) to illustrate what is meant by “active”, 
“passive”, “direct”, and “indirect”.  A good source for examples would be a football 
game.  Passing for a touchdown against the other team would be “active-direct”.  
Working hard in practice to become a better player would be “active-indirect”.   Not 
responding to a provocation by an opposing player (so that he draws the penalty flag, not 
you) would be “passive-direct”.  Resting between plays would be “passive-indirect”. 



5.       Use the transparency or draw the chart on the chalkboard.  Ask students to place their 
earlier suggestions into the appropriate spaces on the chart.  Accept new suggestions for 
categories that were not previously well represented. 

6.       If you have time remaining, write the following poem on the chalkboard: 
Blessed is the Match 
 
Blessed is the match consumed  
in kindling flame. 
 
Blessed is the flame that burns 
in the secret fastness of the heart. 
 
Blessed is the heart with strength to stop 
its beating for honor’s sake.   
 
Blessed is the match consumed  
in kindling flame. 

      The author of this poem was Hannah Senesh.  She was a Hungarian Jewish girl.  As a result 
of growing anti-Semitism in Europe, she decided to go to Palestine in 1939.  She would have 
been safe from the Nazis there, but when Germany invaded her country in 1944, she joined the 
British paratroopers.  She was dropped behind enemy lines with the mission of aiding the 
resistance in Hungary.  Just before she went into Hungary, she gave this poem to a friend.  
Unfortunately, she was captured, tortured, and finally executed, but never revealed the secrets 
the Nazis were seeking.  What types of resistance did she engage in? 

Extension Activity: 

After reading and interpreting the poem above, ask students for suggestions on how they can join 
in the resistance to the Holocaust today.  One possible answer is to remember and honor the 
victims whom the Nazis sought to dehumanize and destroy.  Students could write short poems in 
honor of specific Holocaust victims to preserve their memory. 



Resistance in Diaries and Documents 

We may study the efforts of Jewish resistance fighters, but understanding is difficult, 
because our lives and circumstances are so different from theirs.  One way we can try to bridge 
this gulf is to see resistance through their eyes – to read about it through their words.  This 
activity is designed to help students gain insight into Jewish resistance by allowing them to 
encounter it in the immediacy of primary source documents.   

Objectives: 

Students will: 

1.      Read primary source accounts from and about Jews engaged in “fighting” resistance. 

2.      Analyze the conditions under which resistance was carried out. 

3.      Evaluate resistance activities for effectiveness and possible alternatives. 

Materials: 

1.      Handouts:  “Diaries and Documents of Resistance - Readings # 111 (Handout 1) , 138 
(Handout 2), 209 (Handout 3) 145 (Handout 4) and 210 (Handout 5_” reprinted from 
Documents on the Holocaust, Yad Vashem, 1981. 

2.      Worksheet: “Discussion Questions from Diaries and Documents of Resistance”  (Handout 6 
– two pages) 

3.      The text – Tell Them We Remember: The Story of the Holocaust 

Procedures: 

1.      Introduce the subject by reading the short selections on pages 70, 72, and 74 from Tell Them 
We Remember: The Story of the Holocaust, or summarize the content. 

2.      Introduce the activity by telling students that they are going to learn about Jewish resistance 
through the words of people who were there. Give the following background information 
about the quotes: 

• The first (#111) is from the diary of Emanuel Ringelblum describing the girls who were 
couriers for the “Underground” 

• The second (#138) and third (#209) are public appeals to support the resistance from the 
fighting organizations in the Warsaw and Vilna Ghettos, respectively. 

• The fourth (#145) is the last letter of Mordecai Anielewicz, Warsaw Ghetto Revolt 
Commander  

• The fifth (#210) is from the diary of a partisan fighter in the forests. 

3.      Read the quotations aloud or have students read them silently. 

4.      Pass out the worksheet and allow students time to complete the questions. 

5.      Discuss the responses in class. 



Extension Activities: 

1.      The movie Escape from Sobibor is an excellent portrayal of the prisoner revolt in the 
Sobibor death camp.  It can be borrowed from the Holocaust Memorial Center, but should 
also be available at any commercial video rental store.  It is 120 minutes long, so you might 
encourage interested students to obtain the movie and view it at home. 

2.      You may want to have students examine maps #20 and 21 from the Holocaust: Maps and 
Photographs to analyze the impact of geographic factors on resistance activities. 

3.      Document # 211 from Documents on the Holocaust gives a much more detailed look at 
partisan activities.  The brief action reports give good insight into the types of resistance that 
the partisans were able to carry out. 



“Spiritual Resistance” in Poetry and Song 

The term “spiritual resistance” is often used to describe religious, educational, and cultural 
activities designed to sustain the Jewish community in the face of Nazi oppression. It is 
sometimes considered to be the opposite of fighting, but in reality, the two are complimentary.  
Resistance fighters in the ghettoes and in partisan groups faced many difficulties.  The most 
obvious were the superior numbers, supplies, and weaponry of the enemy.  Trying to persevere 
in the face of these obstacles was a daunting task.  It was vital for the people in these 
circumstances to keep up their morale.  Music and other creative arts played a vital role in this 
struggle and gives us an opportunity to gain insight into their lives that goes deeper than an 
historical account of their deeds. 

Objectives: 

Students will: 

1.      Examine the role of music and lyrics in communication, persuasion, and inspiration. 

2.      Interpret the songs as primary sources, analyzing the lyrics, instrumentation, and 
circumstances of composition for insight into the situation facing the resistance fighters. 

3.      Seek out and bring to class contemporary examples of music used to persuade and inspire. 

Materials: 
1.      CD Player 

2.      Rise Up and Fight: Songs of the Jewish Partisans 

3.      Handout Sheet with Lyrics - The Jewish Partisan (Handout 7), Never Say That You Have 
Reached The Final Road (Handout 8) 

4.      “Spiritual Resistance” Worksheet (Handout 9) 

Procedures: 

1.      Introduce the topic by asking students to list reasons why people listen to music.  Write the 
list of responses on the board.  The first responses will probably be entertainment oriented.  If 
necessary, ask students why Jewish resistance fighters might have listened to music. 

2.      Play the songs  (#13 and #17 on the CD) through one time each before students have the 
lyrics.   Ask them to guess what the words are saying from the style of the music.  Later, you 
can inform the students that the music was not new, but they were Russian folk tunes adapted 
to these lyrics. 

3.      Pass out the handouts with the lyrics and the worksheet. 

4.      Play the songs again and ask students to answer the questions on the “Spiritual Resistance” 
worksheet. 

5.      Discuss the worksheet responses. 

Extension Activity: 



Ask students to find examples of contemporary music that are used to persuade or inspire.  Have 
them bring samples to class to share.  Don't forget to set appropriate limits to guide students in 
their selections.   

If any students want to, allow them to compose a short musical and lyrical phrase dealing with a 
subject of their choice. 



Jewish Resistance - Jewish Resistance: Group Project 

The study of Jewish resistance to the Holocaust becomes more meaningful when its variety is 
appreciated.   

Objectives: 

Students will: 

1.      Conduct research together with a group of fellow students into a specific sub-topic of Jewish 
resistance, using the text, The Holocaust: A History of Courage and Resistance as a starting 
point.  

2.      Prepare material based on research for a class presentation. 

3.      Compare research results with those from other student groups to draw general conclusions 
about the possibilities and efficacy of Jewish resistance. 

4.      Recognize the impact of the topic of resistance on asserting the dignity and humanity of the 
victims. 

Materials: 

1.      The text, The Holocaust: A History of Courage and Resistance by Bea Stadtler 

2.      The Documentary Photo Aids collections (in the trunk) Caution: Be sure to preview these 
photos.  Take out any you are not comfortable having students view or use. 

3.      Resistance during the Holocaust – produced by the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum and found in the packet of USHMM materials in the trunk.  The mini-posters in the 
packet may be useful, too. 

4.      Any other materials from the trunk, the school library, public libraries, or any other available 
source to facilitate research. 

5.      Handout: Oral Report Summary Sheet (Handout 11) 

Procedures: 

1.      Set up independent workstations in your classroom so students can use materials from the 
trunk to do research and prepare their group project reports.  Library and Internet sources can 
be used as well. 

2.      Introduce this activity by telling students that they are going to do research about the many 
people and groups that resisted the Holocaust.  Tell them that they will be preparing oral 
reports to present in class. 

3.      Inform students that each group report will consist of the following: 

• Identification and explanation of the type of resistance the group studied. 
• Explanation of the specific acts of resistance involved. 
• Explanation of the difficulties, dangers, and dilemmas faced in this type of resistance. 



• Brief descriptions of several individuals or group members engaged in this type of 
resistance and what happened to them.  First hand accounts or recollections would be a 
great addition to this part of the report. 

• Display of any visual aids that illustrate the material in the report (i.e. an appropriate 
photo from the trunk collection, mini-poster set, “Maps and Photos” book, etc.)  Note: 
Every group may not be able to find appropriate visuals. 

4.      Each report should last from 5 to 15 minutes depending on the amount of available material 
available to the group.  Each member of the group should be responsible for one segment of 
the report lasting from 1 to 3 minutes. 

5.      Allow students to group themselves by choosing a topic, or group the students yourself.  You 
will probably want to keep the number of students in each group fairly even (perhaps 3-5 
students apiece).  The resistance topics covered by the text are as follows: 

•        Chapter 6:    Spiritual resistance carried out through the teachings and under the guidance 
of Rabbis. 

•        Chapter 7:  “Fighting Resistance” as seen in the example of Mordecai Anielewicz. 

•        Chapter 9:  “Fighting Resistance” as seen in the example of Itzik Wittenberg and the 
Joint Defense Committee in the Vilna Ghetto (Note: This chapter also 
includes the concept of partisan fighters operating from bases in the forests.) 

•        Chapter 10: Resistance (strengthening the community) through help to the disadvantaged 
as exemplified by Janusz Korczak and the Warsaw Ghetto Orphanage) 

•        Chapter 11: The Doctor Warriors 

•        Chapter 12: Women Fighters 

•        Chapter 13: The Underground Press 

•        Chapter 15: Resistance from within concentration camps (Note: This chapter deals with 
the spiritual resistance of clandestine religious observances, but could be 
broadened to include other acts of resistance from within camps.) 

•        Chapter 19: Resistance by Jewish fighters coming in to Nazi occupied territory from 
outside. 

•        Chapter 20: Resistance through escape.  This chapter deals exclusively with Jews leaving 
Europe to go to Palestine, but could be broadened to include other 
destinations as well.  Though the motivations in going to another place may 
not be completely the same as going to the land of Israel, both represented 
moving beyond the reach of the Nazis. 

The following resistance topics also represent good choices, but may require outside sources 
to find enough research material: 

•        Jewish fighters in national resistance movements in Western European countries. 

•        Resistance by hiding 



•        Resistance by concealing Jewish identity and/or helping others to do so. 

• Specific Jewish resistance groups (i.e. The Bielski Partisans, The Herbert Baum Group in 
Germany, etc.) 

Note to teachers: Obviously, the topics for this project are flexible in that they can be defined 
broadly or with a high degree of specificity.  There is a considerable degree of overlap to the 
information in the text chapters.  Also, the activity can be brief (using only the text and the 
students’ responses to the questions at the end of the chapters) or extensive (involving much 
independent research and work outside of class). 

6.      Allow students time to work on their research and presentations. 

7.      On the day that you choose for the group presentations, pass out the “Oral Report Summary 
Sheet”.  Instruct students to fill it out with brief responses during the oral reports. 

Extension Activity: 

Studying Jewish resistance to the Holocaust may create interest in other “freedom fighters” from 
other times and places.  For example, the activities of the Jewish “underground press” may evoke 
interest in figures from diverse periods in American history (i.e.-John Peter Zenger, Thomas 
Paine, Elijah Lovejoy, Frederick Douglass, William Lloyd Garrison, Upton Sinclair, etc.)  
Students should be encouraged to pursue these “parallel” interests.  The idea is not to draw direct 
comparisons between different events in history, but to further explore the motivations and 
actions of people struggling for justice.  



Handout 1 



Handout 2 



Handout 3 



Handout 4 



 

Handout 5 



 
 

Name: _____________________________________ Date: ________ Period: ________ 
 
 

Jewish Resistance in Diaries and Documents – Questions 
 

Directions:  Read the quotes contained in the handouts and answer the following questions. 
 

1. List some of the jobs the girl couriers did in the “Underground”. 
 
 
 
 
2. What were some of the dangers these girls faced? 
 
 
 
 
3. Why do you think girls (and these girls in particular) were well suited to their tasks? 
 
 
 
 
4. In document 138, what argument does the author use to try to convince his readers to join the 

resistance? 
 
 
 
 
5. What lie does the author warn his readers about? 
 
 
6. What two resistance choices does the author give his readers? 
 
 
7. In what way does the author of document 209 disagree with the author of # 138? 
 
 
8. Compare the tone of # 138 and # 209.  Which one seems more aggressive and confident?  

Explain why this might be so. (Hint: A map of Eastern Europe gives one clue.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9. As he writes this letter, why is Mordecai Anielewicz justifiably proud? 
 
 
10. What problems does he describe?  How will the fighters’ tactics change in response?  
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11. What “outside factor” encouraged Mordecai Anielewicz? 
 
 
12. The Warsaw Ghetto fighters could not hold out forever.  They were doomed.  In light of this, 

do you think the Warsaw Ghetto Revolt was a success?  Explain your answer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
13. In document 210, how does the tone of the writing change between the 1942 entry and the 

1943 one?  What do you think accounts for this change? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
14. What advantages did the partisans have over ghetto fighters? 
 
 
 
 
15. What difficulties did partisans face? 
 
 
 
 
16. Given the circumstances described in all of these documents, what other things do you think 

people might have tried to resist the Nazis? 
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Name: ____________________________________ Date: __________ Period: __________ 
 
“Spiritual Resistance” Worksheet: Partisan Songs 

 
Directions:  After listening to the two musical selections, answer the following questions.  You 
may use the handouts with the lyrics to help. 
 
Yid, du Partizaner (The Jewish Partisan) 

1. Shmerke Kaczerginski wrote the words to this song while he was in the Voroshilov Brigade. 
 Why was their main camp nicknamed “America”? 

2. What does the author call his “friend”?  What does this suggest about his attitude? 

3. What does he think makes the partisans effective fighters? 

4. What kind of instrument was used in this song?  Why do you think this instrument might be 
popular with partisans living in the forest? 

Zog nit keynmol az du geyst dem letstn veg  (Never Say That You Have Reached the Final 
Road) 

5. What event inspired Hirsch Glik to write the words to this song? 

6. Where was Hirsch living when he wrote this song? (Hint – He mentions being close enough 
to the Nazis that they could look at each other.) 

7. What do you think is meant by the line “Though lead-gray clouds conceal blue skies above”? 

 

8. What do you think is meant by the line “The hour that we’ve longed for now draws near”? 

9. What do you think is meant by the lines “But should tomorrow’s sun await the dawn too 
long, let this song ring out for ages yet to come”? 

10. Who do you think is supposed to hear the message “We are here!”? 

11. What happened to Hirsch Glik? 

 

Handout 9 



 
 

Name: ________________________________________ Date: ________ Period: ______ 

Jewish Resistance: Oral Report Summary Sheet 

Directions:  Fill out the following chart with brief descriptions about each group report. 
 

Individuals or 
Group involved 

Resistance Activities Difficulties, Dangers, 
Dilemmas 

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

 

Which types of resistance do you think were most effective?  Explain your answer. 
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