

		

			

				[image: ]

			


		


		

			

			


		


		

			

				[image: ]

			


		


		

			

			


		


		

			

				[image: ]

			


		


		

			

			


		


		

			

			


		




		

			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.
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