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Jewish Resistance and the European

Resistance Movement*

HENRI MICHEL

I aM NOT a specialist in Jewish history and though I have read
accounts of the Jewish contribution to the Resistance, I have not
carried out any research into sources which could lead me to original
conclusions concerning this subject. My knowledge of the immense
and difficult historical problem, the discussion and contemplation of
which is the object of this Convention, is, therefore, second-hand.
Moreover, if throughout the whole of my life I have always ex-
perienced the utmost repugnance in the face of anti-Semitism; if T
have had the good fortune of forming friendship with numerous
Jews, friendships which have much enriched me; and if some of
these friends were my comrades-in-arms in the underground Resis-
tance—nevertheless, I have had no personal experience, either direct
or indirect, of their special experiences and struggles, unlike other
participants in this Conference in the presence of whom, for this
reason, I feel myself extremely humble.

My participation in this Conference, therefore, cannot, I fear,
contribute anything of essence towards the clarification of the
subject to which we are devoting our thoughts. On the contrary,
I myself have learned much from listening to the words of my
eminent colleagues. The particular features of the Jewish Resistance
are now much clearer in my mind. Consequently, what I should
like to do—and I thank the organizers of the Convention for allowing
me to do this, while at the same time requesting their forgiveness
for whatever may appear disjointed in this improvised presentation

* Address delivered by M. Henri Michel at the Convention organized by
Yap VasHiEM in Jerusalem in April 1968; the “conversational style” of
this text is explained by the fact that it was delivered not in a written
form but from the rostrum.
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—is to Hm.&mé the general characteristics of the non-Jewish partisan
a.<.m5qmwﬂ in the manner, perhaps, of a historical comparison which
/S:.U@Q.Q, encompass the problem and difficulties and will make
ﬁomm:u.rw a more precise view of the Jewish Resistance. If you will
permit me to use a metaphor: I shall attempt to grasp the problem
Mo% Hoowﬁm at it &Mocmr the reverse end of the binoculars, in the
10pe of seeing not the undulati 1 f rai
basic and mmmm@ unity of the F%MWMMM prengs of the terrsl, but the
Op.n course, a comparative study may be limitless: I shall therefore
restrict myself to a number of points and I have chosen “partisan

3 :
warfare” as the theme, or as-it-may be called “guerilla warfare,” and |

use, without distinction, sometimes the one term, sometimes the other

* % ¥

.Humwammb warfare is an outcome of the underground struggle
whether its goals are patriotic and directed towards the :w@.mﬁoﬂaom
a WOHH.:&NS& or subversive and directed towards the transformation of
a social order, or both as was the case in the Resistance to Nazism
It mwo:E be noted, of course, that partisan warfare is not the oE.
manifestation of the underground struggle. Psychological Mzm:,mmam%
w&gomo double aim is to weaken the morale of the enemy and RH
increase the number and determination of the cbmwamwocsmum- sym-
wmﬁ.:wmau may be more subtle. and less spectacular but no me%o.m.
fective .5 the use of “mouth to ear” propaganda, the distribution
of manifestos, the convening of crowds, passive dischedience and so
forth. The same is true for sabotage, which expresses #m&m in the
:oc-mwoocam.vb,oﬂ intentionally defective execution—of the enemy’s
commands, in covert or overt strikes, in the destruction of installations
such as railway trucks, bridges, warehouses, buildings, etc. The
gathering of information which could be useful to the vwbmg.mom >Om
the .oonc?&sm army, and the forging of escape routes for Allied
wo_a.rﬂ, prisoners were also forms of opposition by occupied people
which should not be neglected if one wants to grasp, in all wM m%:-
ness and diversity, the complex phenomenon of Nrmu Resistance. Tt
hardly needs mentioning that in France, for example, many s.\aam
%w, Jews who implemented these forms of resistance mﬁwocmw their
active participation in them. Nevertheless, there can be no doubt
%ﬂ. without an armed struggle the Resistance would not have full
realized its goals. Nazi violence could not have been overcome exce M
through a more formidable exercise of violence. g

[3] JEWISH AND EUROPEAN RESISTANCE 9

At the same time, it is not possible to fully understand the his-
torical phenomenon of the Resistance, at least in Western Europe,
if it is entirely separated from its antithesis, the collaboration, which
should not be confused with Fascism itself. The collaboration may
have been inspired by motivation less criminal but no less dangerous,
such as resignation before and to a seemingly final and absolute vic-
tory, pacifism, the aspiration to reconstruct Europe, immediate eco-
nomic interest—to reactivate the factories, provide jobs for workers,
produce for the need of the nation, enable an endangered community
to maintain itself, etc. I mention only in passing that this collabora- .
tion—whose continued growth might have contributed towards
changing the results of the War through, for example, that attach-
ment of an entirely different and dangerous meaning to the ex-
pression “the fortress of Europe”—was in a way fundamentally un-
dermined by the calamity which befell the Jews. In France, for ex-
ample—and there exist numerous testimonies to confirm this—the
complete depravity of Nazism and the movement for a general revolt
which it provoked frequently emerged and became apparent at times
when specific iniquities were inflicted upon Jews—marks of segre-
gation and disgrace, plundering and deprivation, and mass arrests.

I come now to partisan warfare and its distinctive characteristics.
Tt is clear that this warfare greatly varied according to the year and
the country and numerous other factors amongst which I shall note
only the following: the behaviour of the Occupation authorities,
the geographical conditions, the activities of the Allies, the organi-
zation of the Resistance movement, the means at its disposal, etc.
Nevertheless, from its beginnings until its development into a general
insurrection, partisan warfare could not have been effective without
the existence of certain necessary conditions. These are the conditions
which I would like to mention briefly here in order to ascertain,
perhaps, whether the Jewish Resistance movement could, or could
not, have benefited from them. I shall attempt, therefore, firstly to
point out some of the “constants” of guerilla warfare; secondly, to
place it in its environmental context, and, finally, to compare the
diverse experiences and ways of behaviour of various human groups
whose lot may perhaps be likened—without forcing things—to the
lot of the Jewish people.

* ¥ %
To begin with, how did partisan warfare commence? Sometimes,
it was no more than continuation of classic warfare, with the same
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aims, the same cadre, and almost the same methods. Thus the
Soviet partisan formations were a result of the regroupment of
Red Army units which had disintegrated under the enemy’s blows.
The Wehrmacht had treated the remnants of these units with in-
difference and had neglected them, and they had then reconstituted
themselves, in one way or another, into fighting units behind the
Wehrmacht’s back. This was also the case with Mihailovitch’s
Chetniks in Serbia and General Zerva’s bands in Greece. And it
was the role which certain Vichy military commanders wanted to
play in the Army of the Armistice.

In other cases, national” governments which had been established

abroad became the source of cadres, directives, arms, and sometimes
even .9q fighting men. The Polish resistance Bo<oBmmﬁ for example,
was in great part equipped by the Special Operations Executive
(S.O.E.). The government in Algiers dispatched by submarines men
of the shock battalion to liberate Corsica. In 1944 the Americans
parachuted operational units to the French “maquis”; the Soviets
did the same in Poland, in Slovakia, and so on. u

It is true that in certain cases partisan warfare began on the
spot, without external aid and without a regular command corps
like some spontaneous explosion, or so, at least, it appeared. .HEM
was due to the simultaneous existence of an internal organization
sufficiently unified and having a wide base, such as a Communist
party or resistance movements. But these organizations, in order to
ignite guerilla fires and keep them burning everywhere, had to be
well-entrenched in the whole of the national territory and had to
have at their disposal sufficiertly numerous, disciplined, and trained
troops.

H.ﬂ is clear that not one of these conditions existed for the Jewish
resistance movement. [t could receive impetus neither from a Jewish
army nor from a Jewish government. In Western Europe the Jew-
ish population was scattered amongst the inhabitants while in Eastern
Europe it was broken up into ghettos, living in a state of permanent
.mmooB@ommmoP each group enclosed in its own isolation, thus making
it extremely difficult to carry out a concerted and coordinated action.

%

f

*
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And now, what are the principal characteristics of guerilla warfare?
Partisan warfare, once launched, is charcterized by its mobility.
Lenin compared it to a ball of mercury, breaking up into infinite
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globules, forever avoiding being grasped, and capable of easily re-
constituting itself through the coming together again of the globules.
This means that partisan warfare, in order to maintain itself,
requires space—a space large enough for it to vanish into and suffi-
ciently mountainous and covered with forests to provide refuge, hid-
ing-place and natural defences.

So long as these conditions were not fulfilled, partisan warfare
either failed to get off the ground or suffered bloody setbacks. Thus
it never materialized in Holland or the plains of Northern France;

. —znd where it was waged in unsatisfactory-terrain conditions, such as

in the “maquis retreats” of Mont Mouchet or Vercors, it culminated
in massacres. Wherever it did maintain itself and was intensified, it
was at the price of unceasing and protracted mobility. It is certainly
worth mentioning in this context—it obviously comes to mind—
Mao Tse-Tung’s famous Long March over thousands of kilometres.
Similarly, the partisans of Byelorussia and the Ukraine also wandered
sometimes over many hundreds of kilometres. And such was also
the case with Tito’s partisans. This mobility alone enabled the
partisans to compensate for their arms and manpower inferiority.
It provided them with the resting-place which they needed in order
to revitilize their forces, perfect their training, and treat their sick
and wounded. It also disconcerted and deimoralized the enemy; it
leit in the hands of the partisans the operational initiative, the
factor of surprise in the choice of place and time of attack. It affected
considerably public opinion by giving rise to myths and legends.

It is obvious that such mobility was impossible in the ghettos,
whose inhabitants were reduced to constantly awaiting the enemy’s
assault, condemned to siege warfare, and constrained by what may
be called the “Alesia complex.”* In order to triumph in their struggle,
the ghetto fighters had to leave the ghetto and answer the “call of
the forests,” as Dr. Dvorjetski has shown us here. But in the forests
other difficulties awaited them.

Partisan warfare, in effect, resembles the warfare waged by the
cavalry or the airforce; it demands relatively few combatants but

* Ancient Alesia (Alise-Sainte-Reine) where Caesar in 52 BCE succeeded
in starving out the besieged Gallic garrison under Vercingetorix. The fall
of Alesia marked virtually the end of Gallic resistance to Rome (Ed.).
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many “assistants.” It is this necessity for an extensive network of

accomplices which Mao Tse-Tung symbolized with the famous image
of the ammr in the water.” When such popular support is lacking,
the partisans are prevented from mobilizing further recruits and
supplies and become vulnerable to denunciations to the enemy.
Guerilla warfare can take two forms: in urban centres it mﬁwammmmm
wwom In assassination attempts and acts of sabotage; in the country-
side it is marked by more diverse engagements involving more
numerous groups and can attain the dimensions of an actual battle.

In both these cases, the partisan must be equally aware of the enemy’s - S

Fﬁmbﬂ&sm“ installations and movements (in the French maquis such
information was acquired through the telephone employees). They
must Uo. supplied with food, clothing and various m@:m?\mma by the
population amidst which they live. The population must provide
them with shelter, conceal them and take care of their sick and
wounded. And the partisans, in times of grave danger, must be able
to mix like innocent workers, among the Mbwm&mgbﬁw. They must
also be able to recruit, as from a constantly replenished fish-pond
the volunteers they require to replace their losses or increase me
number and scope of their operations. In short, partisan warfare
necessitates a tightly-knit and varied network of accomplices. In the
absence of such support, it often happened that the French maquis
fighters were denounced for a reward by peasants who sometimes
led the Nazi repression troops to the very doorstep of their hiding
places. There was all the more reason why saboteurs who ?sﬁmosom
in the cities were even more susceptible to the denunciation of those
who gave them shelter.

It is clear that this type of solidarity arose naturally in the ghettos
and probably was more entrenched there than in any other place.
But it could not express itself in action in the ghetto itself. Outside
the .meSo walls, whether in the cities or the countryside, the Jewish
Wm&.mﬂmbom was compelled, alas, to contend with the anti-Semitic
sentiments which were manifest amongst the populace and with
M.Wo treacherous inclinations which had been awakened both by
fanaticism and by the lure of a reward. Of this, many examples
have already been given at this Conference.

1y

* % %

Most of the national resistance movements enjoyed the possibility
of withdrawal into the midst of a sympathetic population in order
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to revitalize and refurbish their fighting units. Moreover, the re-
sistance movements themselves sometimes created this popular soli-
darity. A new national unity was consolidated during the years
of Occupation and cooperation in the common struggle was achieved
among old adversaries. It is this unity which came to be symbolized
in Italy by the myth of Peppone and Don Camillo, a myth which
describes the complicity of a Communist and a priest who turned
the Italian resistance movement into a kind of second Risorgimento,
a popular one this time, the first having been bourgeois in character.
- However;-in-most cases, though such solidarity did-exist and was
sometimes formidable, it was insufficient to allow partisan warfare
to be waged with success. Such warfare also required aid from the
Allies. So long as this aid was not forthcoming, the resistance move-
ments flickered out like a 20th century “Alesia.” Such was the case
of the Warsaw uprising, of Vercors, of the insurrection in Slovakia,
and of the many partisans in the Italian Alps in the winter of
1944 /45. Tito himself, following the drama of Dvrar, was rescued
only as a result of British assistance in transporting him and his fol-
lowers to the Isle of Vis. If the Parisian F.F.I. (interior force) was
not crushed, it is only because Leclerc’s Second Armoured Division
arrived in time to rescue it. Frequently, partisan warfare did not
so much as commence because of the absence of Allied aid. Behind
the Normandy front, for instance, very few French maquis fought
since their arms were defective and they lacked equipment. In
contrast to this, the whole of Brittany rose when Patton came to
understand how much such an upheaval could help him. In Belgium,
the rapid advance of Montgomery’s armies made unnecessary the
intervention of partisans in the Ardennes.

In other words, partisan warfare cannot but languish unless it is
an element in the general strategy. The Red Army understood this
and correspondingly directed the movements of the guerilla units
in accordance with its own rate of advance. The Anglo-American
successes in Western Europe enlarged the number of resistance
fighters. In France itself, the general uprising succeeded in becoming
more than just a verbal expression only as a result of the coordina-
tion with the invasions of June 6 and August 15, 1944.

It is absolutely clear that the Jewish Resistance could not have
been integrated into the Allied strategy. It never occurred to the
Allies to give the Jews any role.

Finally, from among the numerous features and characteristics






