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Jewish Resistance Collection

The Jewish Resistance Collection contains propaganda material, indi-
vidual testimonies, newsletters, and other documents in several lan-
guages pertaining to Jewish resistance movements in Europe during 
World War II. The collection’s holdings regarding the 1943 Warsaw 
Ghetto Uprising, for example, reveal differing interpretations of one 

of the central events of Jewish resistance under Nazi domination. These docu-
ments shed light on the varied experiences of Europe’s Jews, as well as on the 
ideological divergences within the Jewish resistance.

Communist groups involved in the resistance emphasized the role of (or fab-
ricated one for) the Soviet Union. The April 1944 issue of Notre Voix, a Jewish 
communist resistance newspaper, contains an account of how “inspired by the 
glorious example of their Soviet brothers, 35,000 Jews of Warsaw raised them-
selves, weapons in hand, against the ferocious enemy.” But factual inaccuracies 
subvert this narrative—most likely, 600 to 800 Jewish fighters engaged in the up-
rising, causing relatively minor damage to the German army. In this telling, how-
ever, “some thousands of Jews” also managed to flee with their lives and join the 
Polish partisans. While a number of ghetto residents and fighters did escape into 
the forest, this newsletter implies that acts of hopeless armed resistance had posi-
tive strategic value. In addition to converting a small and futile rebellion into a 
major battle, communist propaganda transformed a ghetto population that might 
otherwise have appeared passive into a community of heroes.

Another account found in a July 1944 document from the Comité d’unité et 
de défense juive ( Jewish Committee of Unity and Defense) places the uprising 
within a broader context. This portrayal of the same event reflects the tension be-
tween images of the Jew as resister and as victim. Here, the heroic Red Army is 
nowhere in sight, while the Polish underground and the armed forces of the West-
ern allies take its place.

Of particular interest in the reporting is the handling of a controversial indi-
vidual: the head of Warsaw’s Jewish Council, Adam Czerniakow. In this account, 
no attempt is made to deal with the implications of Jewish collaboration, and 
instead, Czerniakow is treated as a victim. As the document relates: “two func-
tionaries of the German police visited again with Czerniakoff, who committed 
suicide a few moments after their departure. No one knew what had happened, 
but it seems from the notes found after his death . . . that he had decided to give 
his life. . . . It is thus that the heroic mayor of the ghetto of Warsaw demonstrated 
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. . . the horror and the indignation that he felt before the mass deportation of his 
people.”

In addition to the characterization of Czerniakow as a “heroic mayor” rather 
than a complex, tragic figure, and a collaborator, the recounting serves as a pref-
ace to the description of the fighting in the ghetto. After depicting the battle 
rather vaguely, the document concludes: “thus the Jewish population of Warsaw 
paid even more dearly than the Poles for its resistance to the Germans . . . but re-
sistance was achieved in the silent protest of death with the extermination of the 
last Jew and the complete destruction of the ghetto itself.” This note of despair 
contrasts sharply with the nearly fanatical dynamism of the communist account. 
The piece finds a nuanced synthesis between the very real victimization of the 
Jews and their equally real and courageous resistance. What appears to be a story 
of fruitless sacrifice is here revalorized as evidence of the “virility” and quality of 
Polish Jewry, and an example to French Jews.

In these retellings of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising one year after it occurred, 
the two accounts offer different interpretations of the Jewish role in the resis-
tance. The communist perspective presents a view that reconciles the Jew as both 
victim and resister—a small, symbolic uprising is presented as a mass revolt in 
which every resident died fighting, although many of the ghetto’s Jews did not or 
could not fight. The version told by the Jewish Committee of Unity and Defense 
is more factually accurate and provides a more positive impression of the moral 
strength of the Jewish people.

Over time, French Jewish resistance began to turn to retrospective visions 
that were politically useful and emotionally acceptable—visions that could take 
into account both the worst humiliations of the Holocaust and the greatest acts 
of heroism.
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