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C
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.1 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.2

A disturbing consequence of this lack of knowl-
edge is that often, in very subtle ways, Jews themselves
are blamed for being victims.3 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?’”4 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.5

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.6

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. 

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?” 7

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.8 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.

A JEWISH PERSPECTIVE ON THE HOLOCAUST

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

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.9

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.”10

Jews were not passive 
victims, but active agents
who responded with 
a surprisingly wide range
of resourceful actions. 
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