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Words beyond the Fence: Writing as Resistance during World War II 
 

Many intellectuals were persecuted and arrested because of their ethical and political 

opposition to the fascist ideology during World War II. 

Focusing on the topic of this workshop, I would like to dwell on the relationship between 

resistance and confinement in literature and on the powerful role of words, during and 

after the painful experiencing of a cruelty reality as in the concentration camp. In my 

case, the leading voice belongs to two German-speaking authors, who spoke the same 

language of their persecutors and fought for freedom, even through writing. 

My purpose is to consider two testimonies coming from different prisons and 

concentration camps. Firstly, some letters of the German Lutheran pastor and theologian 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945), written from the prison of Berlin Tegel and from the 

concentration camp of Sachsenhausen in Prinz-Albrecht-Straße. His letters were 

published after his death in the concentration camp of Flossenbürg, in the volume 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and papers from the prison (1967). As an anti-Nazi 

dissident, Dietrich Bonhoeffer founded the Confessing Church (Bekennende Kirche), in 

opposition to Hitler’s efforts “to nazify” the German Protestant churches. Furthermore, 

he worked as a double agent in the anti-Nazi resistance movement called The Red 

Orchestra (Rotekapelle) and in the German military office, and eventually joined the 

wartime conspiracy to assassinate Hitler. 

His Letters and Papers from the Prison are a living legacy: addressing to his family and 

friends Bonhoeffer expresses through powerful words his feelings and thoughts, and 

meditates about life’s greatest values in such a critical historical context. He calls the 

experience in prison a “healthy steam bath”, a metaphor that implies the possibility to 

filter good thoughts and desires, which become a real “counterweight” - as he writes - to 

the chaos’ and values’ perversion of Nazi- 
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totalitarianism. Through writing, Bonhoeffer can overcome the walls of isolation and 

offer a new ethical message, a genuine cornerstone of our transcultural society, a call to 

preserve and honor our freedom. 

Keeping Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s powerful words in the background, the core of my 

analysis will concentrate on the memoir Scum of the Earth (1941), written in English by 

Arthur Koestler (1905-1983), a German-speaking Hungarian author and journalist. He 

was deeply involved in the anti-fascist cause: in 1931, Koestler joined the Communist 

Party of Germany but disillusioned, he resigned from it seven years later; furthermore he 

worked as undercover journalist during the Civil War in Spain, collecting evidence of the 

direct involvement of Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany on Franco's side. 

In the autobiography Scum of the earth, we find his personal experience in France in the 

brutal Le Vernet concentration camp in 1939, just at the outbreak of World War II, when 

the French Republic began to round up “undesirable” foreigners, before that the 

collaborationist Vichy government was set up. Koestler wrote those memoirs shortly after 

he reached in the UK the final step of his “long track to freedom”, as he defines his 

adventurous, tumultuous life. 

My purpose is also to compare two different ways of Writing: the first one, in German, 

comes directly from the cell, the second one, in English, can be considered as short time 

range bio re-working. As common thread, Resistance against Fascism, even if at different 

latitudes, sharing the same aim. 

Why did they choose to rebel against totalitarianism, denounce the collapse of human 

values and fight for them during Europe’s darkest hour? How and why could Writing 

become a way to fight for freedom? What message do we find in their works and how 

does their internment experience filter through their words? Those entire questions will 

lead my investigation of two great works of our literature, worth reading, deserving to be 

regarded as source of collective inspiration. 

 


