
The socialist-Zionist youth movements that developed into the ZOB and the FPO, two of the 
Jewish resistance movements to emerge in Nazi Europe, were composed of, as Yitzhak Zuckerman 
recalled, “ambitious young people who thought we could do everything.”1 When referring to Mordechai 
Anielewicz and his colleague in the Hashomer Hatzair leadership, Zuckerman speaks highly of their 
personal fortitude despite disagreeing with them ideologically at times, “Mordechai Anielewicz and 
Shmuel Braslaw were young men with sharp minds and sharp tongues—young thinkers, both of them 
students of the Warsaw cell, with a definite ideological conception.”2 Despite the nuances in their 
ideological differences, when united, out of mortal necessity, these groups were a rag tag coalition. 
Despite their different socio-economic classes and conceptions of how grassroots Jewish education and 
immigration to Israel should have been carried out, they all shared a deep belief in Zionism. Through 
their education and social experiences, they had come to be indoctrinated with the notion that they 
were part of a Jewish nation, with a distinct culture and faith, one whose homeland was in the area of 
the biblical land of Israel, and whose people spoke Yiddish or Hebrew. 3 

 As Historian Dimitry Shumsky indicates, the concept of modern Zionism emerged at the turn of 
the 20th century, largely due to the efforts of Theodore Hertzl amongst others. Members of the youth 
movements that became the ZOB and FPO would have grown up with exposure to the rhetoric of 
Zionists from throughout Europe, North America, and Palestine. Education in Hebrew and or Yiddish 
ensured that they could consume the Zionist productions which were primarily composed in those two 
tongues. Their participation in Zionist youth movements and production of their own cultural 
disseminations are a testament to their being encapsulated by the concept of a Jewish nation. Their 
upbringing in interwar Poland on the praecipes between the Soviet Union and fascist Germany left them 
thoroughly exposed to the reality of anti-Semitism in their countries of origin and convinced that the 
future of their culture lay in an independent Zionist state. 

 They were conscious that they were confronting the attempted systematic annihilation of their 
entire race and drew solace in appreciating the heroic efforts of Jews in peril throughout history. Unlike 
many Jews in Eastern Europe in the early 20th Century, their secular Jewish education during the 
interwar years had resonated within them a burgeoning Jewish pride and identity. It was for the purpose 
of ensuring that the pride and honour they felt was not extinguished that they militarized. In many 
respects, they were, to paraphrase the Yiddish proverb, dancing corpses.4  

Mordechai Anielewicz, Yitzhak Zukerman, and Abba Kovner can be assessed as a historical 
cohort because of similarities in their trajectories to the point of examination; meaning they all followed 
a relatable path before choosing to distinguish themselves from the majority of their religious 
counterparts by physically resisting their persecution in the Ghetto. They were products of the same 
unique era in the history of Polish Jewry. They came from working class families and grew up attending 
secular Hebrew primary and secondary schools and were involved in the same types of Zionist youth 
groups. They all professed and are demonstrated to have developed a similar secularized Jewish pride, 
Zionist ideology, and appreciation for the dire situation facing the Jews of Eastern Europe even prior to 
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the outbreak of the war. Before the war, in some capacity, each was involved in the proliferation of 
Jewish education and were considered to be leaders or emerging leaders amongst their contemporaries.  

Neither those who joined the resistance, and the history of the Holocaust is laden with 
narratives of instances of resistance, nor those who did not, and there are agonizingly many more 
whose fate took this root, can be assessed as making a superior or an inferior choice morally or 
intellectually. The Shoah produced ample instances of moral corruption and sheer and utter stupidity, 
however the choice to resist or not to resist within the ghettos of Warsaw and Vilna does not fall within 
either of these categories. Groups like the ZOB, FPO and ZZW5 were formed by heroic young men and 
women, they were not superior or even perhaps more capable of resisting than those who capitulated 
to the Nazis, and it is their ordinariness that makes them so extraordinary. They were amongst the first 
Eastern European Jews with the ability to develop into Jewish Nationalists. They were the vanguard for a 
new conception of the Jewish peoples and were very much so a product of their times. 

They were “Halutzim”, pioneers, and they were training, until external forces cruelly intervened, 
to be amongst the first generation of Jewish youth to establish a nation in Israel. They were preparing to 
lead the Kibbutzim that would enable the Zionists to flourish in the desert. When their visions of Hertzl’s 
utopian aspirations gave way to a dystopic reality they simply did what they had already been doing. 
Operating as the heart and soul of the Jewish Nation in Eastern Europe they continued to resist the 
oppression of their people. They adapted to whatever the Nazi’s threw at them, morphing the skills they 
had been acquiring as advocates and young educators to meet the needs of each stage of the escalation 
of the persecution of the Jews during the Holocaust. If Hitler had his youth than so too did the Jews of 
Warsaw and Vilna.  

A further examination of the maturation, influences, and ideological aspirations of the young 
men and women who formed the ranks of the ZOB and FPO, which is the proposed undertaking of this 
research paper, enables greater analysis of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising as well as of its underground 
movements and life within the ghetto generally. The proposed assessment, Plutarchian in nature, 
provides for not only a more nuanced appreciation of the social-political structures of the Warsaw 
ghetto, it allows for further evaluation of the development of grass roots Jewish education and Zionist 
movements in interwar Poland, and of the impact of emerging Jewish Nationalism on the youth of 
Poland’s Jewry.  

Such research also allows for an exploration of the concept of resistance amongst the Jewish 
people during the holocaust. In a historiography filled with tragedy, it is important to appreciate and 
understand narratives that deviate from the norm. Commemorating and memorializing instances of the 
exceptional, especially those that occur in times of uncertainty, has contemporary value. A better 
understanding of how pride, intellect, and youth can be harnessed to achieve what others have 
considered impossible is a lesson worth pursuing. There is merit to assessing both humanity’s positive 
and negative responses to trauma.  

On a more nuanced level, as it explores the development of the resistance movements in both 
Warsaw and Vilna, this research project can be a considered a work of comparative history. It is the 
submission of this writer that there is significant merit in this developing method of historical analysis. 
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By comparing the ideological maturation of members of the ZOB, who were leaders in different youth 
movements, allows for a greater understanding of how Zionist nationalism permeated into the lives of 
different cohorts of Polish youth. As well, by exploring the development of the underground Jewish 
resistance in different metropoles, being Warsaw and Vilna, there is the opportunity to assess how 
Zionist youth movements operated in different locales and whether or not they were driven by the same 
conception of Jewish Nationalism.  

 


