
 
Related Text – Defiance (2008) Discuss how the film Defiance portrays the concept of 
belonging to society and to place. 
 

 
A sense of belonging can arise from a person’s connection both to society, and to place. These 
connections can have positive and negative implications; including both a sense of safety and 
security in belonging, and an element of vulnerability to the society to which one belongs, and its 
governing powers who control who is allowed to belong, and how. This duality of positive and 
negative aspects of belonging, as well as the idea of human courage, resilience, and the importance 
of unity and collective identity is presented in the film Defiance (2008). The film follows the story of 
four brothers – Tuvia, Zus, Asael, and Aron Bielski – in Nazi occupied Belarus, and their search for 
a meaningful way to belong to each other, to their society, and their place. 
 
Persecution and exclusion as barriers to belonging to society are seen in the beginning of the 
movie. We are introduced to a particular societal context – Nazism in Belarus – which alienates and 
persecutes the Jews as a minority group. The old and established pre-war Jewish community of 
Belarus, which had traditionally provided a sense of belonging and safety to the Jews of the area, is 
destroyed, and the Jews are exiled from their homes, removing their right to belong as ordinary 
citizens to society, and their previous sense of safety and security. The opening scenes of the film 
convey this isolation; consisting of old, black and white footage depicting Jews being dragged away, 
rounded up, and some killed. The diegetic sounds of screaming, sobbing, and gunshots all 
emphasise the horror of the events. The theme of isolation continues, and the exchange: “Why is it 
so hard being friends with a Jew?” “Try being one” emphasises the hardship and persecution that 
the Jews face and their complete disconnection from the rest of society. This is also seen as people 
who had been friends with the Jews and fellow members of Byelorussian society become 
collaborators with the advent of Nazism – assisting with the exclusion of the Jews from society, and 
reinforcing their alienation. 
 
Belonging is a basic human need, and with a shared experience of persecution, a group can come 
to a sense of belonging to each other.  In the absence of the ability to belong to society, the Jews in 
Defiance begin to develop a new community, a mini “society” in the forest, where they can all belong 
to each other, if not to society at large. The development of this community in the forest begins as 
more and more people join the Bielski group, and Isaac acknowledges that aside from strength, 
“other things are important too… community”. Subsequent images of the Jews living together in a 
sort of society – playing chess, music, with children attending a makeshift school, and even having a 
baby born – indicate the welcoming environment they have created which gives each person a 
sense of belonging and value. 
 
With belonging comes an element of responsibility to the group – and in the new community the 
Jews have created, everyone has a role and there is unity of purpose. As new Jews arrive in the 
forest, Isaac interviews them to discover how they can contribute to the group, and Tuvia says “We 
all have to participate… we can’t work against each other”. Jews who wouldn’t normally work 
together learn to coexist because of their shared experiences and a mutual need to belong – 
including Isaac the intellectual, Shimon the Rabbi, and Tuvia the farmer – and through acceptance 
of one another, the Jews in the forest create a sort of “society” in the forest to replace the society to 
which they can no longer belong. 
 
The importance of belonging to a place and the security which this can provide is presented in the 
film. The Jewish community (and specifically, the Bielski brothers) are presented as having strong 
ties to their “place” – their country and their own homes – before the war. When these ties are 
broken and the Jews are exiled from their homes and removed from their “place”, they are 
presented as displaced, lonely, and lost. After witnessing the rounding up of many of the Jews of 
their town, Zus says, with urgency and fear, “We have to get home”, showing that despite the 
persecution, he still sees his “place” as important. When the brothers discover that their parents  



have been murdered, they understand that they are no longer welcome in their own home. They 
escape to the forest as a refuge from the police, but the initial camera shots of the forest depict their 
isolation; it is seen as inhospitable rather than a refuge. Their lack of security, and their 
hopelessness and despair are symbolised by the darkness of the forest and the low angle shots 
which emphasise their loneliness. However, soon the brothers and the Jews with them begin to 
develop a sense of belonging to the forest, which ultimately becomes their new “place” and 
substitute home. The multiple panning shots of the forest towards the middle and end of the movie 
are juxtaposed against the original images which suggest fear and displacement; these high angles 
with flooding sunlight and the advent of spring reflect the positive attitude and hope of the group of 
Jews. The final line of the film – “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” – accompanied by uplifting music, 
emphasises the idea of belonging to place; the forest is now their home. 
 
A sense of belonging can be transitory; often, it is the people one is with as well as the place one is 
in which is the important part of making a person feel both safe and valued. This is seen in the 
subplot of Tuvia and Zus; their separation and then reunification. Throughout the conflict between 
them, the idea presented is that their “place” is with one another. The close up shot of the two 
brothers hugging when they are reunited, and the shot from behind as all four brothers walk 
together, side by side, stresses the idea that they belong together. 
 
The film Defiance presents us with the concepts of belonging both to society and to place, through 
telling the story of the Bielski brothers and the Jews of Belarus. Their alienation and exclusion, and 
then their ability to create a community and sense of belonging with one another and in the forest 
rather than their homes, sends an uplifting message of human resilience and hope. 
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