
Warsaw Ghetto
Invasion of Poland
When most people think about the Holocaust, the country that first
comes to their minds is Germany. That makes sense, because Nazi
Germany designed and carried out most of the mass murders of Jews
during World War II. But many people don’t realize that most of the
Jews who died during the Shoah were from Poland and other parts of
Eastern Europe. Polish Jews had a very different experience than
German Jews during the Holocaust, and this Instant Lesson will
explore their experiences by focusing on the most prominent Polish
Jewish community at that time: the Jews of the Warsaw ghetto.

The term “ghetto” originally referred to the separate area where Jews in many
Western European cities were required to live beginning in the 16th century.
By the late 19th century most Jews in Western and Central Europe had been
emancipated (granted equal rights) and thus were allowed to live anywhere
they wanted. The Nazis, however, wanted to reverse this emancipation and
once again make the Jews a separate, unequal group.

World War II began in September, 1939, when the Nazis invaded Poland.
Within a month Poland was defeated, and the Nazis faced a new problem.
Throughout most of the 1930s they had persecuted the Jews of Germany
and Austria in hopes of convincing them to leave the country. But now they
were the rulers of a country with more than two million Jews, far more than
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could be expected to find new homes outside
Nazi Germany’s expanding empire.

The solution they turned to was concentration:
to bring the Jews from various parts of Poland
to a single location where they could be isolat-
ed and controlled. They considered sending all
the Jews to the island of Madagascar off the
coast of Africa, or setting up a “reservation” for
them in part of Poland (they got the idea from
the Indian reservations of the United States).
Both of these solutions were rejected as ineffi-
cient and costly, and the Nazis instead decided
to create ghettos by concentrating Jews in spe-
cial sections of Poland’s largest cities.

Jews were already a sizable presence in Polish
cities; indeed, Warsaw alone had 375,000 Jews
in 1939. That made it the largest Jewish com-
munity outside New York, and three out of

every ten residents of the city were Jewish. When the Nazis first came into
Warsaw they quickly implemented restrictions. Jews had to wear arm bands
with a blue star of David; Jewish shops had to display signs identifying their
Jewish ownership; and Jews were forbidden to travel by train or own radios.

About a year later, on Yom Kippur, 1940, all Jews in Warsaw (and many from
nearby areas) were ordered into the Jewish neighborhood that soon became
the Warsaw ghetto. A month later the ghetto was sealed off, and Jews could
exit the ghetto only with special permission from Nazi authorities. 

Life in the Ghetto
The basic fact of life for Jews in the Warsaw ghetto was misery. Hunger, dis-
ease, and overcrowding made it difficult for Jews to get even their basic needs
met. Meanwhile, Jews who exited their homes had to fear being humiliated,
beaten, and even shot by Nazis.

Despite this horrid existence, the Jews of the Warsaw ghetto managed to do
some pretty amazing things. Jewish leaders organized care for the most
needy while they continued the structure of pre-war Jewish life as best they
could. That meant schools and hospitals and synagogues operated illegally
but effectively. There were underground newspapers and history societies to
keep records of their experiences.

Socialist and Zionist Jewish organizations that had existed in the decades
before the Shoah intensified their activities within the ghetto walls. These
groups, usually led by Jews in their twenties and younger, helped provide
meaning and purpose to the youth of the ghetto, who faced intense poverty
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and persecution. They later became crucial to the armed resistance for which the Warsaw ghetto has
become famous.

In addition, an active black market arose to smuggle in food and other supplies (eventually including
guns and ammunition). Children would sneak out of the ghetto over fences or through sewers and bring
in items that the Jews desperately needed.

Jewish religious life continued, too. There were dozens of congregations in the Warsaw ghetto, and rabbis
gave sermons, offered prayers, and issued Jewish legal decisions to help Jews cope with the challenges of
living in the ghetto. One consistent message was that Jews should fight to survive at all costs.

One Warsaw rabbi, Isaac Nissenbaum, taught that the traditional Jewish practice of íMÅä— Lec÷” Kiddush
Ha-Shem, the sanctification of God’s name, had to be replaced with a new concept of íéi‹ç—ä— Lec÷”
Kiddush Ha-Hayyim, the sanctification of life. During persecutions of centuries past, Jewish leaders had
urged the faithful to allow themselves to be killed rather than abandon their faith—and thus to bring
blessing to God’s name by their devotion. But Nissenbaum pointed out that the Nazis were not after the
Jews’ souls—they were after their very lives. So instead, he said, Jews should struggle to live no matter
what, and thus sanctify life.

Activity
Perhaps the most controversial aspect of Jewish life in the Warsaw ghetto was the Jewish council. The
Nazis set up a Jewish council in every ghetto comprised of leading Jewish men who were given the task
of organizing the Jewish community and representing the Jews of the ghetto. The Jewish councils had
to organize a Jewish police force (and a Jewish prison) to carry out the orders of the Nazis. They also
were responsible for distributing the meager supplies the Nazis provided the Jews.

Because their cooperation made it easier for the Nazis to run and later destroy the ghettos, the mem-
bers of the Jewish councils have been criticized by survivors and historians. Others, however, have
defended them for doing the best they could in a hopeless situation.

Below are three examples of decisions the Jewish councils in Warsaw and other ghettos had to make in
the early 1940s. Discuss with your classmates what you think you would do if you were a member of a
ghetto Jewish council, and write your decisions below.

Decision #1: The Nazis have given the Jewish council 20,000 ration cards to provide enough food
(barely) for 20,000 people. But there are 60,000 Jews living in the ghetto. What do you do?

Decision #2: The Nazis have decided that the residents of your ghetto will help to manufacture sup-
plies that will be used in the war against the Allies. If your community does an excellent job at its work,
the ghetto will probably continue for many more months. If you resist because you fear helping the
Nazis, the ghetto may be liquidated (all its residents sent to death camps). What do you do? 

Decision #3: The Nazis have ordered you to bring all the children of the Warsaw ghetto to the
Umschlagplatz, the loading platform, where you know they are destined to be sent to Treblinka and
murdered. Yet if you do not obey this order, you are aware that the members of the Jewish council will
be shot and replaced by those who are willing to comply—and you will no longer be able to use what
little power you have to protect the remaining Jews. What do you do?
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Warsaw Ghetto Uprising
The end of the story of the Warsaw ghetto is not
a happy one, but it is an inspiring one. The revolt
in which a small group of Jewish fighters delayed
the Nazi destruction of the ghetto for nearly a
month was a defining moment in Jewish history.

In the summer of 1942 the liquidation of the
Warsaw ghetto began. That meant that six out of
seven Jews in the ghetto were shipped to the death
camp Treblinka, where they were suffocated to
death in gas chambers and their bodies were cre-
mated.

The nearly 60,000 Jews remaining in the ghetto realized that the Nazis ultimately
planned to send them, too, to Treblinka. So many of them began to fight back. A
group known as the Jewish Fighting Organization (whose Polish initials were ZOB)
took a leadership role in the ghetto, declaring that “not a single Jew should go to the
railroad cars.”

Using smuggled weapons and ammunition, members of the ZOB attacked Germans
whenever they could. Although many of these fighters were themselves killed, they gave
hope to Jews faced with destruction and did manage to kill and wound some Germans.

On the second night of Passover in 1943 the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising began. Two
thousand German soldiers armed with tanks and flame throwers entered the ghetto
with the intent of snuffing out the ZOB. Within ninety minutes the Jewish rebels
(armed with a small number of handguns, rifles, and homemade hand grenades)
forced the Nazis to retreat. While both Jews and Germans were killed in the fighting,
the Nazi retreat brought great joy to the Jews of the ghetto.

The Nazis did not abandon their assault on the ghetto, however. All electricity, gas,
and water were cut off, and specially trained dogs roamed the ghetto to uncover
Jewish hiding places. But the Jews continued to fight back. Soon the Nazis began to
burn the ghetto down building by building. This tactic ultimately succeeded in sup-
pressing the revolt—although the destruction of the ghetto took a month rather than
the three days the Nazis had originally planned. But only a few Jews escaped the
burning ghetto with their lives.

To Jews and non-Jews around the world, the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising became a sym-
bol of Jewish resistance to antisemitism, of the courage and bravery of those who
refused to cooperate with their own destruction. Mordecai Anielewicz, who took com-
mand of the ZOB at the age of just twenty-four, perhaps put it best:

“I have the feeling that great things are happening, that what we have dared is of great
importance...the dream of my life has become true. Jewish self-defense in the Warsaw
ghetto has become a fact. Jewish armed resistance and retaliation have become a reality.
I have been witness to the magnificent heroic struggle of the Jewish fighters.”
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