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			The Resistance during the Second World War

			Key information

			
					When: 1939-1945.

					Where: Across almost all of Europe.

					Context: The Second World War and German occupation.

					Some key protagonists:	Charles de Gaulle, French general and statesman (1890-1970).

	Jean Moulin, French politician and Resistance member (1899-1943).

	Witold Pilecki, Polish soldier and Resistance member (1901-1948).

	Libertas Schulze-Boysen, German journalist and Resistance member (1913-1942).




					Impact: although the Resistance contributed to the success of various Allied actions to liberate Europe from the Nazi invaders, it sustained extremely heavy losses for sometimes mixed results.

			

			Introduction

			Although the Maquis, distributors of underground newspapers, Gaullist saboteurs and nuns who concealed Jewish children in their convents can all be grouped under the same heading, this only makes describing the movement that brought them together even more complex. Indeed, defining the Resistance is a risky undertaking because participation and experiences varied so much across Nazi-occupied Europe between 1939 and 1945. According to the historian François Bédarida (1926-2001), it is “clandestine action carried out, in the name of the liberty of the nation and the dignity of humanity, by volunteers organised to fight against the domination […] of their country by a Nazi or fascist regime”1 (Vingtième Siècle, 1986). The advantage of this definition is that it highlights the plurality of the movement. But why did these volunteers choose to join the Resistance? Who were they? What did they do and what were the consequences of their actions? 





			1This quotation has been translated by 50Minutes.com.

		


		
			Context

			The start of the Second World War

			The war began on 1 September 1939, after Germany invaded Poland. This event led France and the United Kingdom to go to war against the Axis powers (Nazi Germany, fascist Italy and, from 27 September 1940, the Japanese Empire), in accordance with a mutual military assistance treaty signed with Poland in 1921. In the years that followed, Germany notched up a string of victories against the Allies and seemed invincible. In April 1940, it invaded Denmark and Norway. In May, it was the turn of Luxembourg, Belgium and the Netherlands. In June, the French army was crushed by the Wehrmacht (the German army). In September 1940 and then in April 1941, Hitler (1889-1945) invaded Egypt, Yugoslavia and Greece to support Mussolini’s Italy, which was in full rout against these countries. In June, the USSR, which until then had been spared by the Nazi-Soviet Pact (an agreement signed between the Third Reich and the Stalin’s Soviet Union concerning neutrality in the case of a conflict between the two parties and the Western powers), was invaded.
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			Photograph of German troops entering Prague in 1939.

			Historians have put forward three main causes for the conflict. First of all, there is the unsatisfactory settlement of the First World War (1914-1918) by peace treaties, in particular the Treaty of Versailles, which gave rise to resentment, frustration and a desire to reconquer territory among the losing parties and some of the victors. Another factor is the impact of the 1929 financial crisis on the weakened economies of the participants in the Great War: unemployment and recession helped fascist nationalists (Italy) and the Nazis (Germany) to rise to power. These groups then implemented rearmament programmes to try to lift their countries out of the slump they found themselves in. Finally, the ideologies of these totalitarian states were in complete opposition to the Allied democracies, which feared the effects of the expansionist and hegemonic ambitions of Italy and Germany.

			
				
					Did you know?

					The Treaty of Versailles, signed on 28 June 1919 by Germany and the Allies following the First World War, attracted a number of criticisms at the time and was not signed by the United States. Indeed, its terms were far too harsh on the losing countries, which made them even more resentful. Germany felt particularly humiliated, especially as it was not even invited to the conferences to draw up the peace agreement.

					This treaty, which the Germans labelled a diktat, attributed sole responsibility for the conflict to them and ordered them to pay 132 billion marks in reparations to France and Belgium. Furthermore, the country lost around 25 000 square miles of territory, including Alsace and Lorraine (which it had annexed in 1871), part of Western Prussia, which was transferred to Poland and gave the new country access to the sea via the Danzig Corridor, and all its African colonies. Its military power was also wiped out.

					Germany was not the only country hurt by the Treaty of Versailles. Italy, which was on the side of the victors, spoke of a “mutilated victory” as it did not receive the territories it had been promised in the Treaty of London in 1915 (western Istria and Dalmatia).

				

			

			The early stages of the Resistance

			In Warsaw on 27 September 1939, 26 days after the invasion of Poland by the Wehrmacht, the Polish army was defeated. In response to the tremendous brutality of the German occupiers, General Michał Tadeusz Karaszewicz-Tokarzewski (1893-1964) established an underground army, which would become the Armia Krajowa (Home Army) on 14 February 1942. As the armed wing of the Polish government in exile in France, its main aim was to liberate the country by preparing for a national uprising to accompany the actions of the Allies.

			
				
					Did you know?

					The Polish army was the largest underground resistance organisation during the Second World War. It provided the Allies with crucial information on the Eastern Front and secret German weapons. It also organised resistance on the ground, carrying out many acts of sabotage and destroying German supply trains and communication points.

				

			

			A few months later, on 18 June 1940, thousands of miles away on the Western Front, General Charles de Gaulle was at the BBC to record a message to the French people. He solemnly appealed to the French to continue their fight against the German enemy: “Whatever happens, the flame of the French resistance not must not be extinguished and will not be extinguished” (cited by The Lehrman Institute). Although one in two French households owned a wireless, only a portion of the population was able to listen to the radio on 18 June, as the rest had been plunged into the chaos of the exodus. However, the message circulated thanks to word-of-mouth and the following day several newspapers published excerpts of the appeal, which de Gaulle would repeat on the radio on the 19 and 22 June.
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			The 18 June appeal.

			However, confusion prevailed in the country. Two days earlier, on 16 June, Marshal Pétain (1856-1951), the great victor of the Battle of Verdun (21 February-19 December 1916) had taken power and proposed signing an armistice with Hitler’s Germany. Indeed, in the spring of 1940 France found itself trapped: the Wehrmacht was on the Loire and between 7 and 8 million French citizens had fled south to escape the German advance, followed by soldiers who were fleeing and had been stripped of their command.

			Europe under German occupation

			From 1941, with the invasion of the Balkans and the USSR, almost all of Europe was under German domination and was therefore forced to put its human resources and economic capacities at the disposal of the Third Reich in order to support its war effort. The situation of the occupied countries differed considerably depending on the objective of the Nazis, whose plans were largely based on the racist ideology developed by Hitler. 

			Hitler’s ideology

			The main principles of the Nazi ideology set out by Hitler in his book Mein Kampf (My Struggle), published in 1925-1926, are based on the slogan Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Führer (One people, one empire, one leader). The German people, who Hitler considered superior, allegedly descended from the Aryans and were at the top of the classification of races. The Germans should gather themselves around their leader, Hitler, to better ensure their domination over other, inferior, races and to conquer the space they needed, Lebensraum (living space). In this classification, Jews and Slavs were judged to be untermenschen (subhuman), destined to be annihilated or enslaved.

			The Führer considered the dominated countries to the East as part of the German living space, and thought that they needed to be ‘emptied’ of their population in order for colonisers to settle there. In Poland, Yugoslavia and the USSR, there were massacres and looting from the first days of the invasion. Populations were often deported and dispossessed of their lands in favour of the Germans. From September 1939, the Einsatzgruppen (task forces) killed 20 000 people in Poland. In June 1941, 600 000 hectares in the USSR were seized by the SS (Schutzstaffel, literally ‘protection squadron’) and more than 2 million civilians were forcibly transferred to Germany and placed in work camps, where conditions were extremely difficult.

			Conversely, in the West the Nazis did not follow the logic of extermination, but pillaged regions and sowed terror. Once a country had been conquered, the Germans claimed war spoils. As such, in Norway, Belgium, France and the Netherlands, the armies were forced to hand over weapons, munitions, means of transport and communications to the Wehrmacht. The countries were also forced to give the Germans money, which amounted to 400 million francs per day in France.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Nazi Germany, which had very little gold and cash before the war, put in place a bartering system between countries in 1940. This system, known as ‘clearing’, allowed it to acquire supplies on credit form the occupied countries. At the end of the war in 1945, German debt stood at an estimated 16.2 billion marks. It would be reduced to 7.5 billion following an agreement reached in London on 27 February 1953 between the FDR (Federal Republic of Germany) and the Allies, who wanted to boost the German economy.

				

			

			However, the looting was not only financial: it was also human. Between 1939 and 1945, around 400 000 Belgians and 650 000 French citizens were requisitioned for compulsory work service and moved to Germany to work in factories and farms, along with prisoners of war (around 2 million men). Consequently, there was a marked reduction in the workforce in Western Europe. In addition, there were shortages of vital commodities (food, fuel, textiles, household products, etc.). Between June 1940 and June 1944, the Germans requisitioned 2.8 million tonnes of wheat (half the annual harvest), 845 000 tonnes of meat (more than the consumption of 40 million French inhabitants during 1941), 711 000 tonnes of potatoes and 220 million eggs from France.

			Furthermore, the majority of the occupied countries were forced to introduce rationing. Each inhabitant had a card which they could use to obtain a certain amount of food, clothing, etc., determined according to their needs. Even so, purchase was not guaranteed, and people had to join huge queues outside shops, which formed well before they opened. Every day, signs appeared as early as the morning announcing shortages of basic commodities, such as bread and meat. Coal and petrol essentially ran out: often, the population had to limit themselves to just heating one room of their housing during the harsh winters of the occupation, and travel by train, by bicycle or on foot instead of driving. Cards were also necessary to obtain clothing and shoes, but fabric and leather were rare. This is why most old items of clothing were used to create others and shoes were repaired by nailing wooden soles onto them.

			
				
					How much to survive?

					In France in 1943, an adolescent received 30 grams of meat, 7 grams of cheese and 150 grams of potatoes per day. In 2015, the average daily consumption for adolescents was 250 grams of meat, 300 grams of potatoes and around 40 grams of cheese. It is clear that the rations provided during the war were insufficient, and inhabitants needed to find solutions to make their daily lives more bearable. Unobtainable products were replaced by substitutes: saccharin was used as sugar; Jerusalem artichokes and swedes, which had previously been reserved for livestock, replaced vegetables; and roasted barley or acorns replaced coffee. Those who could afford it purchased meat, dairy products and clothing on the black market at exorbitant prices: up to 600 francs for a kilo of butter, which officially cost 79 francs before the war, and 110 francs for a dozen eggs, which officially cost 36 francs. Between 1940 and 1944, the Vichy regime filed over a million reports as part of a crackdown on the black market, which was the most widespread form of delinquency during that period. Rulebreakers were taken to court and risked up to 2 years in prison and a 100 000 franc fine (law dated 21 October 1940).

				

			

			However, living under German control did not just mean being cold and hungry and surviving in difficult material conditions: it also meant living in an atmosphere of intimidation, fuelled by fear. In order to keep a close eye on the population and limit underground activities linked to the Resistance, a curfew banned people from going out at night between 10pm and 6am, and residents needed an Ausweis (pass) to move through some strictly controlled areas. All gatherings were outlawed, and papers were checked frequently. The media and culture were censored in order to turn them into German propaganda tools. In July 1940, the Germans requisitioned Radio France, which broadcast all over Europe, causing the BBC to adopt “Radio France lies, Radio France lies, Radio France is German” as the slogan over the opening credits of its programme in France. In the programme, they would then include some coded messages addressed to the Resistance.

			This picture of German occupation in Europe allows us to understand why some members of the population joined the Resistance. Although the risks meant that there were not many of them, the members of the Resistance were men and women of all ages, from varying social backgrounds, with different political, philosophical and religious leanings.

		


		
			Some key figures of the Resistance

			France

			Charles de Gaulle

			Charles de Gaulle, a general who took part in the Battle of France in May 1940, was opposed to any peace with Germany. Consequently, when Pétain requested an armistice, de Gaulle opted to go into exile in England to continue the fight. He issued his famous appeal on 18 June, and worked for four years to unify the French Resistance. His aim was to earn recognition for these movements so that they would become the legitimate representatives of France for the Allies. In 1943, with the help of Jean Moulin, he founded the National Council of the Resistance, which brought together all the resistance movements and coordinated the fight against Nazi occupation and the Vichy government. At the same time, he organised the liberation of the country and provided France with a government in exile, the Comité national français, which would later become the provisional government of the French Republic upon liberation (June 1944-May 1945) and would be recognised by the Allies. On 26 August 1944, during the liberation of Paris, he made a triumphant return, marching down the Champs-Élysées and delivering a famous speech: “Paris outraged! Paris broken! Paris martyred! But Paris liberated!” On 3 September 1944, he became the leader of the provisional government and helped to re-establish democracy in France.
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			Photograph of de Gaulle’s triumphant return to Paris, 26 August 1944.

			Jean Moulin

			After being dismissed from his post as prefect of the Eure-et-Loir department by the Vichy government, Jean Moulin decided to join Free France in London in September 1941. He was received by

			Poland

			Witold Pilecki

			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			Germany

			Libertas Schulze-Boysen
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A TOUS LES FRANCAIS

La France a perdu une bitaille!
Mais la France n'a pas perdu la guerre!

Des gouvernants de rencontre ont pu
capituler, cédant a la panique, oubliant
Phonneus, livzant lo pays 4 Ja servitude.
Cependant, rien nest perdu!

Rien n’est perdu, parce que cette guerre est
une guerre mondiale. Dans l'univers libre,
des forces immenses n'ont pas encore donne.
Un jour, ces forces écraseront lennemi. I faut
que la France, ce jourla, soit présente a la
victoire. Alors, elle retrouvera sa liberté et sa
grandeur. Tel est mon but, mon seul but!

Voila pourquoi je convie tous les Francais,

wils se trouvent, a s'unir a moi dans

o, dans le sacrifice et dans Pesperance.

Notre patrie est en peril de mort.
Luttons tous. ponxqa sauver!

VIVE LA RANCE |
L

GENERAL DE GAULl.u
QUARTIER-NERAL,

4 CARLTON GARDENS,
LONDO, SWL
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