
 

Educational resources: Exploring Jewish Resistance to the 

Holocaust 

Information for teachers: this worksheet draws upon original primary sources from The Wiener 

Holocaust Library’s archive to explore Jewish resistance to the Holocaust.   

All sources are courtesy of The Wiener Holocaust Library unless otherwise stated and can be 

reproduced for educational purposes only. The Wiener Holocaust Library should be acknowledged in 

all reproductions.  

The Wiener Holocaust Library is the world’s oldest archive of material on the Nazi era and The 

Holocaust. The Holocaust Explained is Library’s educational website, designed for schools.  

https://www.wienerlibrary.co.uk/      https://www.theholocaustexplained.org/ 

The Wiener Holocaust Library works closely with the University College London Centre for 

Holocaust Education. For more resources, support and guidance on teaching the Holocaust visit their 

website: https://www.holocausteducation.org.uk/teacher-resources/ 

 

 

Exploring Jewish Resistance to the Holocaust Worksheet 

Possible age groups: 14-18 year olds: (England and Wales) KS 4, 5 

Relevant curricula (England and Wales): KS3 History; GCSE History Edexcel: Weimar and Nazi 

Germany 1918-1939; GCSE History OCR: Germany 1925-1955: The People and The State. Edexcel 

A-Level History - Germany and West Germany, 1918–89; OCR History Democracy and 

Dictatorships in Germany 1919–1963; AQA History: Democracy and Nazism: Germany 1918-1945.  

Prior knowledge assumed: an understanding of the Nazis’ racial beliefs, antisemitism and their 

policies towards to Jews, an understanding of the key events of the Second World War and the 

Holocaust, and of some key features of the Holocaust, such as ghettoization, establishment of death 

camps, and the Holocaust in the Soviet Union.  

Session aims: to use contemporary source material to assess how Jews resisted persecution by the 

Nazis and others during the Holocaust and the motivations behind their resistance. These resources 

and activities will challenge the commonly held misconception that that Jewish victims were passive 

to Nazi persecution, although we do not recommend sharing this aim with students, as this could 

introduce misconceptions that they do not already hold.  

Suggested activities: Specific tasks/ questions about each source can be found throughout the 

worksheet. Students’ answers could then be discussed and written up. Students could also work in 

small groups on different tasks then feedback or present back on their section to the whole group.  

Definitions of words in bold can be found in the glossary at the end of the worksheet.   

Supplementary information for teachers about the sources and Jewish resistance to the Holocaust 

can be found after the worksheet, as well as throughout the resource in section A and B.  

All documents are from The Wiener Holocaust Library’s collections, unless otherwise stated.  

https://www.wienerlibrary.co.uk/
https://www.theholocaustexplained.org/
https://www.holocausteducation.org.uk/teacher-resources/


  



 

Jewish Resistance to the Holocaust 

 

The German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941 saw the start of a campaign of mass murder 

against Jews and Roma by the Nazis and their collaborators. This resource explores the reactions of 

Jews across Europe to Nazi persecution and genocide.  

Section A) Partisans  

 



Jewish Lithuanian partisan group ‘The Avengers’ on their return to Vilna at the time of the liberation 

of the city by the Red Army, July 1944.  

1) Study the photograph. Provide at least three descriptions of what you see.  

2) What actions do you think that the group in the photograph might have taken to resist 

the Nazis? 

3) Who do you think took the photo and why?  

Further information:  

Partisans were armed groups fighting against the Germans and their collaborators during the Second 

World War and the Holocaust. Partisans often hid themselves in dense forests and in remote areas.  

In the Soviet Union, which was invaded by Germany in 1941, around 30,000 Jews participated in 

partisan fighter groups. Sometimes Jews formed their own groups; sometimes they joined with other 

partisans.  

The photograph above depicts the Jewish resistance group known as the Avengers. Members of the 

group escaped from the Vilna ghetto in Lithuania and established themselves in nearby forests. They 

launched guerrilla attacks and sabotage missions against the Germans and their collaborators.  

Jewish partisan and guerrilla groups operated across Europe during the Holocaust and particularly in 

Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Greece and Belgium. Jews were also members of groups in France and Italy. 

 

Section B) Armed uprisings  

 

Courtesy of Yad Vashem Photo Archive, Jerusalem, 2B08.  

4) Study this photograph and describe what you see.  

 

Now read this information to find out more:  



This image was taken on 2 August 1943. It shows smoke coming from the Treblinka death 

camp in German-occupied Poland during an uprising by 700 Jewish prisoners at the camp. 

Some prisoners at Treblinka had previously copied a key to a store of arms at the camp.  

 

On 2 August, some of the guards at the camp went on an excursion. The prisoners took their 

chance and unlocked the store and used guns and grenades to attack the camp. They set 

buildings alight, exploded a petrol tank and attacked guards. Several hundred prisoners 

managed to escape. Around 100 of these were quickly chased down and killed.  

70 prisoners who took part in the Treblinka Uprising survived the war. They were the only 

Jewish survivors of Treblinka death camp, where, between July 1942 and October 1943, the 

Nazis and their collaborators murdered at least 750,000 people, mainly Jews, and some Roma 

and non-Jewish Poles.  

 

5) In the Auschwitz death camp, Jews secretly gathered information about the atrocities 

committed by the Nazis and their collaborators and some Jews managed to escape. In 

Auschwitz and in the Sobibor death camp, Jewish slave labourers launched armed 

uprisings.  

 

What obstacles do you think there would be to organising and carrying out resistance in 

death camps? 

 

 

A report by Filip Müller, a Slovakian Jew who was incarcerated in Auschwitz, discussing a resistance network 

involving the Sonderkommando in that camp. In the report, Muller describes how the network was uncovered 

in 1944. While imprisoned in Auschwitz, Müller passed information to prisoners who had escaped in order to 

raise awareness of what was happening at the camp. Müller survived the war.  

Jews also organised armed uprisings in ghettos in German-occupied eastern Europe.  



 

A map showing the battles in the Warsaw Ghetto, April 1943  

6) What do you think the black line on the map indicates? 

 

Further information:  

The Warsaw ghetto was established in October 1940.  The ghetto separated Jews from the rest of the 

population. It was sealed on 15 November 1940, so that only those with special permits could enter or 

leave the ghetto.  In total, over 400,000 people were imprisoned inside. 

On 19 April 1943, an SS-led force entered the Warsaw ghetto to complete deportations to death 

camps but came under violent attack from the resistance movement inside the ghetto. The inhabitants 

of the ghetto had gathered weapons and constructed bunkers to shelter in.  

SS forces initially retreated. It took them over a month to fully control the ghetto. Those hiding in 

bunkers were removed by force and deported to death camps. Pockets of armed resistance continued 

until June 1943.  

7) What obstacles do you think Jews may have faced in trying to launch armed resistance 

in ghettos? 

 

 

Tosia Altman, date unknown, courtesy of the Moreshet Archive    



Tosia Altman was a member of the socialist Zionist youth movement Hashomer Hatzair, who were 

instrumental in organising the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising along with other political groups. Altman 

worked for the organisation as a courier: she travelled in and out of various ghettos in occupied 

Poland on false papers, passing information and raising awareness of Nazi crimes. She smuggled 

weapons into the Warsaw ghetto in preparation for the uprising. Altman also established a fighting 

force inside the Krakow ghetto.  

During the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, Altman acted as a courier between the resisters’ command 

bunker and other bunkers. She escaped from the ghetto but was ultimately captured. She died of 

injuries sustained on the run on 26 May 1943.  

8) Women often acted as ‘couriers’ for resistance organisations as they were considered 

less likely to be stopped. Why do you think woman may have been less likely to have 

been stopped by the authorities? 

 

9) The Warsaw Ghetto Uprising was one of the most successful uprisings to occur in a 

ghetto, although it was still ultimately defeated. What factors to you think might have 

helped the Warsaw ghetto uprising be more successful than others?  

 

Section D) Rescue  

 

The first page of Rauchla Coperbac’s account of her work for the Belgium resistance 

movement, given to The Wiener Library in 1956.  

Coperbac was a Jew from Romania who emigrated to Belgium in 1928. She was one of many foreign 

Jews in Belgium engaged in resistance to the Nazis. Coperbac was involved in a partisan group in 

Belgium and also in the Committee for the Defence of Jews (CDJ), a group that organised for Jewish 

children to be rescued from Nazi oppression. The CDJ saved approximately 2,400 children.  

Below is a translation of part of Coperbac’s account. Read the account and answer the questions: 



“I was put into contact with Yvonne Jospa, around mid-1941, so that I could assist the work 

of rescuing and finding placements in hiding for Jewish children. 

This work took place in close collaboration with a placement committee. One of its members 

kept in touch with me and passed on documents and instructions for the work. 

How was this work organised in effect? I was given a list. It contained the necessary 

information for finding and identifying families in which there was a child to be found a place 

for. 

Sometimes those involved had been informed of my visit and I would meet them at a 

rendezvous, sometimes I had received the address where I could find them. The possibilities 

and arrangements for the placement were discussed. I would make a report to the comrade 

who was my contact with the placement committee; actual possibilities, parents’ reaction, 

age, child’s sex, etc. The response of the committee and its instructions were passed back to 

me through my contact. I then went back to the family to discuss and agree on the 

practicalities of the child’s departure. The child would be brought to me by the mother, or one 

of the family, at a meeting arranged in advance. There I took charge of the child; as a 

necessary precaution I took the child on my own to the departure point. If the placement was 

out of town the departure point would be one the city stations, where a colleague – usually 

Brigitte Moens – would be waiting to accompany the child to their destination. If the 

placement was local I would take the child myself by tram or by train to their new home.” 

10) Describe the process by which Coperbac’s group rescued Jewish children.  

 

11) What dangers do you think the group might have faced?  

Section C) ‘Spiritual’ Resistance  

Armed action was one way to resist the Nazis. Trying to stay alive or preserve a sense of humanity in 

a context where the Nazis aimed to destroy Jewish life in Europe could also be considered another 

type of resistance.  

12) Study the photographs, documents and captions below and list the ways in which people 

in ghettos and camps could be said to have been resisting the Nazis.  

 

In Kovno (Kaunas) ghetto in Lithuania, the Jewish community established schools. This 

photograph shows four students of a religious school, photographed by Zvi Kadushin (George 

Kadish) 1941-1943, courtesy United States Holocaust Memorial Museum.  



 

A musical evening in the Łódź ghetto, organised by the Jewish community, c1940-1943 

 

A portrait of Philipp Manes from the journal that Manes kept in the Theresienstadt ghetto 

Philipp Manes was a German Jew deported to the Theresienstadt ghetto in 1942. In the ghetto he 

organised cultural programmes for other prisoners. Manes was deported to the Auschwitz death camp 

in late 1944 and murdered. His extensive collection of journals from Theresienstadt survived and were 

eventually deposited with The Wiener Holocaust Library.  

 



Jewish smugglers from the Warsaw ghetto wait for a delivery from the ‘Aryan’ side, c.1940-

1943 

Smuggling food into ghettos such as Warsaw was a necessity for survival, but also a stand against 

persecution and genocide. The majority of food that people consumed in the Warsaw ghetto was 

smuggled in.  

 

The diaries of Ruth Wiener 

Ruth Wiener was deported from Amsterdam to the Westerbork transit camp in 1943 aged fifteen and 

then to Bergen-Belsen concentration camp in 1944. Ruth kept a secret diary inside the camps 

recording her experiences and details of the camps.  

 

13) Discussion: in what ways could you say these kinds of ‘spiritual’, cultural and educational 

activities, or the act of trying to stay alive, constituted resistance to the Nazis? How does this 

kind of resistance compare with armed resistance? In your answer, consider the difficulties 

and obstacles resisters faced, and consider how ‘spiritual’ resistance might have helped those 

engaged in armed resistance.  

Take five minutes to write down your thoughts on these questions and then discuss with your 

group.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Glossary 

Ghetto – A place created to imprison or restrict the movement of a group of people, typically a 

minority. Ghettos were used by the Nazis to imprison Jews. 

Guerrilla attacks – attacks by small, irregular mobile forces against a larger enemy. 

Partisan - A secret group that fights an occupying force in the context of war. 

Sabotage - To purposefully destroy or damage something to gain the advantage in war. 

Sonderkommando -  A German word meaning special unit. Typically, the Sonderkommando were a 

group of prisoners who were forced to work in the gas chambers and crematoria in extermination 

camps. They were often murdered themselves due to what they witnessed. 

Zionist - A movement and ideology which promoted the re-establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine, 

prior to the creation of Israel. 

  



 

Teacher information 

Possible answers/ further information  

The map at the beginning of the document could be used to help students locate some of the different 

places of resistance referred to throughout the resource, and indicate the widespread nature of this 

response. 

Question 2: the group launched guerrilla attacks and sabotage missions against the Germans and their 

collaborators.  

Question 4: potential obstacles to resistance in death camps:  

o most Jews were murdered on the arrival at death camps and had no chance to respond 

o the level of control and repression faced by others, and their need to focus on basic 

survival in a context of malnutrition and violent oppression made organising 

resistance hard. The short time which many of the Jewish slave workers at camps 

(Sonderkommando) survived also made resistance harder 

o the costs of resistance were high – almost certainly death, since the Nazis and their 

collaborators punished prisoners collectively and arbitrarily for the actions of a few. 

In Sobibor, prisoners were murdered at random if anyone tried to escape 

o lack of access to weapons was another obstacle  

(Emphasise that given these constraints, there was considerable resistance in death camps).  

Question 5 – This question gets at the physical characteristics of the ghetto and how this might limit 

clandestine activity. The black line is the outline of the ghetto walls- it indicates the incredibly small 

areas that Jews in ghettos were forced into. 

Question 6 – potential obstacles to resistance in ghettos: the day to day difficulty of survival; the 

difficulties of leaving ghettos in order to obtain weapons etc; the dangers of leaving the ghetto without 

permission; the difficulties of obtaining weapons.  

The attitudes of ghetto authorities to resistance and the support or otherwise of non-Jews outside the 

ghetto could also make a difference. In Łódź, ghetto authorities discouraged armed resistance, 

although spiritual resistance flourished; in Minsk, ghetto leaders supported it. In Minsk and in 

Warsaw, Jew resisting in the ghetto received support from some non-Jews outside the ghetto. 

Question 7 – the authorities were less likely to suspect that women might be resisters. Teachers could 

facilitate discussion about the role and position of women at this time, drawing on cultural beliefs 

about gender roles. 

Question 8 – in Warsaw, resistance groups for various political persuasions (socialist, left-Zionist, 

right-Zionist, communist, Polish loyalist) united and were able to work together and work with non-

Jewish resistance outside of the ghetto to obtain weapons.  

Question 10 – rescuers risked exposure through denunciations or infiltration. They also risked 

drawing the attention of the authorities as the children were being moved.  Those involved would face 

arrest and potentially execution or deportation to camps.  

 

 

 



Supplementary information 

Philip Manes: Philipp Manes (1875-1944) belonged to an assimilated German Jewish family and was 

a prolific writer with a lifelong habit of keeping records of his experiences.  Manes and his wife 

Gertrud were deported to the Theresienstadt ghetto in July 1942, where he became a key part of the 

cultural life in the camp.  

Shortly after arrival, Manes took charge of the Theresienstadt’s ‘Orientation Service,’ designed to 

help new arrivals settle in. The service soon broadened its original remit, and grew to include the so-

called ‘Manes Group,’ which curated a lecture series of what turned out to be over 500 events. As 

well as lectures from prominent internee-scholars, there were also musical events and readings from 

theatrical works. In addition to this, Manes also maintained his habit of keeping reflective records. 

This writing came to include nine notebooks and includes descriptions of daily life and interviews 

with prominent figures in the ghetto, interspersed with accounts of transports leaving for Auschwitz. 

Other prisoners within Theresienstadt also contributed to Manes’ notebooks with poems, letters and 

drawings. 

The final notebook breaks off mid-sentence. On October 28, 1944, Philipp and Gertrud Manes were 

sent to Auschwitz in one of the last transports to leave Theresienstadt.  

 

Ruth Wiener: Ruth Wiener was the daughter of Alfred Wiener, an anti-Nazi activist who founded 

The Wiener Holocaust Library. Alfred Wiener managed to escape to London in 1939. His wife and 

three daughters were unable to get visas in time and therefore remained in Amsterdam.  

On 20 June 1943, Ruth Wiener was detained with her mother, Margarethe, and two sisters, Mirjam 

and Eva, and sent to Westerbork transit camp. In January 1944, after seven months in Westerbork, the 

family was deported to the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp. In January 1945, a rare opportunity to 

be part of a prisoner scheme between the Nazis and the United States of America appeared. That 

month, the family was transported to Switzerland. At this point, Margarethe Wiener was seriously ill 

from the appalling conditions of their imprisonment in the camps and on 25 January 1945, she was 

taken into a Swiss hospital and died just a few hours later. Only Ruth was permitted to attend her 

burial, where she said her final goodbyes to her mother alone. 

Shortly after Margarethe’s death, Ruth, Eva and Mirjam boarded a Red Cross ship, the M.S 

Gripsholm, for New York, where they were reunited with their father, whom they hadn’t seen since 

1939.  

 


