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Preface

The aim of this book is to examine the reasons why Communists in German
cities during the closing years of the Weimar Republic engaged in a highly
organized and often brutal form of gang warfare with their political
opponents, usually the National Socialists. I have tried to show how it was
possible that members of the Communist movement should have taken up
such activities, and how the vigour and tenacity with which they carried on
their ‘battle for the streets’ became a source of discord within the
movement. When I began my research on this theme, as a graduate student
in Cambridge, it was because I was interested in ‘political violence’ as such
and its causes. It should be apparent that the book in its present form is very
much a study in the history of the German Communist Party (KPD). I am
convinced that such a shift of focus must arise inevitably from the nature of
the question, once it is recognized that ‘collective violence’ and especially
that kind that is known explicitly as ‘political violence’ is simply one of a
number of possible forms of political action. Politics, so a leading British
politician has recently declared, is for people. What is more certain is that
politics is what people do for and about each other, and what people say
they are doing. And in the last century it has been the parties of the
working-class movement and their organized opponents who have
provided the language and arguments in terms of which popular politics
has been carried on in Europe. This does not mean that it is sufficient to
study party organizations at the level of leaderships and official policies
alone. The more urgent the imperative to understand the party, the more
pressing becomes the task of evaluating its aims and ‘official’ self-image in
the light of the actual situation and capacities of the people it claimed to
represent. Approached in this way, the study of working-class parties
becomes a vital aspect of the study of the societies of which they were a part.
In this book the material marshalled under the rubric ‘Communists and
violence’ offers illustrations of and insights into much more general
problems of social and political life in the Weimar Republic.

But there is another reason why the focus of my research has shifted from
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x Preface

the analysis of behaviour to the study of a movement, and it is one that I
share with growing numbers of my contemporaries in the historical
discipline and the social sciences. The longer and more closely one examines
the politics of the KPD, the more intriguing it becomes. The importance of
the KPD in the history of the Weimar Republic has never been questioned,
even among scholars outside the DDR. For some thirty-five years after the
Nazi ‘seizure of power’ in 1933, Western historians and political
commentators of two generations devoted their talents to demonstrating
the heavy responsibility that the KPD leadership bore for those events. The
Communists’ policy underestimated the specific threat from the National
Socialist Party (NSDAP) and insisted that the primary attack be directed
against the Social Democrats (SPD), the majority working-class party
known in KPD parlance as ‘social fascists’. As a consequence, so the classic
argument goes, the labour movement was divided and incapable of
resisting the rise of the Nazis. That so patently absurd a policy should have
been possible, historians of the 1940s, 1950s and early 1960s explained by
reference to the °‘Stalinization’ of the KPD. This process, going on
throughout the mid-1920s, was said to have made the KPD increasingly
monolithic and subservient to the interests of the Soviet political leadership
as reflected in the policies of the Communist International, or Comintern.
By implication the German party was a puppet of Moscow, the KPD rank
and file puppets or passive victims of their leaders - and the movement as a
whole presented an image of lifelessness and endless jargon-ridden tedium.?
In the wake of the student movement of the late 1960s, accompanied as it
was by disillusion with the post-war version of Social Democratic politics
and renewed interest in revolutionary alternatives, younger German
scholars began to look more closely at the role of the KPD. Few questioned
the nature of the problem posed by the existing historiography, and the
question of what a united labour movement might have done to stop
Hitler - ceteris (as they never are) paribus - is still too rarely asked. But
people did begin to examine Comintern and KPD theories of fascism and
‘social fascism’ in order to elucidate their internal logic as well as their
practical weaknesses.More important, they began to ask why the KPD had
its greatest popular appeal, in terms of membership and electoral successes,
at times, like 1929-33, when it was pursuing an apparently absurd policy,
and to look for sources of the division and hostility between Communists
and Social Democrats inherent in German economic and political life. A
great deal of painstaking research has been and is being done on political
relations between workers in the factories in the Weimar Republic.3

My study of the Party’s efforts to organize and direct violence against the
Nazis, conceived as self-defence against the terror of the NSDAP’s storm
troops (SA), and the reasons why the kind of action that resulted was not
what the leadership had hoped for, belongs to the most recent stage in the
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deconstruction of the KPD monolith: the critical examination of the forms
of day-to-day agitation employed by the KPD outside the workplace to draw
in various sections of the population. Students who initially approached the
analysis of KPD policy and activities with gritted teeth, assuring themselves
that however turgid the prose of the Party the subject was important and
the documents had to be got through, found that their heightened
sensitivity to the signs of life and diversity within the movement opened up
entirely new perspectives on German Communism. There emerged the
paradoxical image of a movement which was undoubtedly constrained by a
rigid and artificial theoretical understanding of the nature of the working
class and of its own réle, but which was in practice tremendously vibrant,
surprisingly responsive to the shifting needs of its actual and potential
constituency, and above all extremely original in reaching out to groups
with specific interests outside those arising from the direct conflict between
capital and labour. This has been my experience, and I think I hear it echoed
in the comments of scholars who have studied such aspects of KPD policy as
its unemployed agitation (which I discuss in some detail in Chapter 2) and
its attitude to the ‘woman question’.#

If the fact that other historians are engaged on similar sorts of ventures
were sufficient to legitimize my own, my choosing to consider ‘what went
wrong’ with a very specific and limited element of Communist policy would
hardly require an apology. As it is, it must be admitted that the lines of this
study, although clearly relevant, are slightly oblique to the great issues of
theory and practice associated with the KPD’s use of terms like ‘fascism’ and
‘social fascism’. The themes themselves permeate the narrative, of course,
and I have made some effort to outline the issues for English-speaking
readers unfamiliar with the literature ; but their significance and theoretical
implications are more the premises of the book than its subject. If ‘social
fascism’ is the problem, thien it may appear simply perverse to focus on the
one area of policy in which the official Party line directed that Communists
be harder on the Nazis than on the Social Democrats. But there are other,
related and equally significant problems that this book addresses. At the
very least, we want to know how the KPD worked, why it apparently
flourished and finally failed in all its avowed aims. The examination of a
form of activity that involved very palpable risks (though of different kinds)
to both rank and file and leadership brings out particularly clearly how the
KPD’s policy was formulated and its public image shaped in the
confrontation between a received theoretical line and the ‘objective’ and
‘subjective’ circumstances in which theory had to be applied. In the wider
view, how to fight fascism, in the person of the Nazis, was the overarching
problem for the whole of the German labour movement both before and after
1933. The Communists thought they had a formula, of which the use of
violence was a significant element. To analyse the origins and effects of that
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formula is to evaluate the possibilities for any resistance to National
Socialism and that in turn yields insights into the ways persistent social and
economic crisis affected (and may again affect) the conditions for collective
working-class action.

A study that aims to fulfil all these functions must not only take into
account but, initially at least, give equal weight to conditions at several
levels: the political determinants of KPD policy, both national and
international, the organs through which policy was communicated and
administered, the social and economic conditions in which the Party
operated, both as they informed the views of the leadership and as they
determined and constrained Party activities ‘on the ground’, and, not least,
the attitudes and forms of action ‘native’ to the Communist rank and file.
The examination of what was going on at the lowest levels of the movement
calls for a case-study approach, and I have chosen to concentrate on events
in Germany’s capital city, Berlin, in discussing the situation of the rank and
file. In order to establish the context and significance of local conditions, I
have cast the book as a series of essays, each of which examines the same
general problem and the same events from a different perspective. Broadly
speaking, each of these perspectives also represents a frame-work for
formulating explanations of political violence, so that this structure makes
it possible to examine in turn a series of hypotheses about the genesis of
violence. The analysis proceeds through the various levels of experience
that went to make up the Communist movement, from official theory to the
raw conditions of daily life in the streets, from the Comintern to the
individual streetfighter. After the nature and significance of political
violence in the Weimar Republic has been characterized and the pattern of
fighting in Berlin described, the first half of the book deals with the
formulation and articulation of policy within the Communist movement as
a whole. Chapter 2 describes the way that qualified approval of various
kinds of tactical violence developed within the International and German
leadership between 1929 and 1933 as a resultant of the respective
pressures of revolutionary theory and depressed economic conditions. It
also proposes a general model for the KPD’s popular agitation in this period.
Chapter 3 gives an account of the process through which the KPD
leadership formulated its policy on defensive violence against the National
Socialists in particular and the terms in which that policy was presented to
the public and to members of the movement. In the fourth chapter, the self-
defence organizations of the Party, principal vehicles of that policy, are
examined, in terms both of their internal structures and of the attitudes and
expectations fostered within them. Differences in perspective between
leadership and rank and file that emerge in the first three chapters are
considered more closely in the second half of the book. Three chapters deal
in succession with the genesis and organization of a particular violent
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episode in Berlin, considered from the viewpoint of the middle-level Party
leadership, with the experience of violence and the culture and attitudes of
the streetfighting rank and file in Berlin’s working-class neighbourhoods,
and with the possible socio-economic determinants of violence, as reflected
in the biographies of a sample of Berlin streetfighters.

A research project this complicated, which rests on a wide range of sources
and covers a number of distinct historical themes, would hardly have been
possible without the help of many institutions and individuals. I am grateful
for the help I received from the staffs of all the libraries and archives I have
visited. Special thanks are due to the offices of the Senator fiir Justiz, and of
the Generalstaatsanwalt beim Landgericht in Berlin, who granted me
permission to use the prosecution files on which much of my study is based,
and to Herr Jiirgen Wetzel, Director of the Landesarchiv Berlin where the
files are stored. The staff of the Landesarchiv made me welcome in the midst
of redecorating works during the summer of 1976 and provided invaluable
assistance on my three subsequent visits. The combination of efficient
technical support and amused sympathy with which they responded to the
spectacle of a very small person trying to work through a very large pile of
documents in a very short time taught me why Berlin and the Berliners
have been regarded as special by natives and visitors for a hundred years or
more. During 1975-6 I was a fellow of the Institut fiir Européische
Geschichte in Mainz. Under the directorship of Professor Karl Otmar von
Aretin, the Institute provided the financial support, technical facilities,
helpful staff and milieu of a friendly scholarly community that greatly
enhanced my first year of archival research in Germany. I have similar
reasons to be grateful to the Provost and Fellows of King’s College,
Cambridge, where I was a research student 1974-8 and Fellow from 1978
until 1981.

Mine is a subject on which nearly everybody has an opinion, and many
individuals have provided me with ideas and leads on sources in the seven
years since I began my research. It is impossible to thank them all
individually, but their contribution is not forgotten. I have learned
something from conversations with veterans of the Communist movement :
the late Otto Niebergall and Rosa Leviné-Meyer, and Margarete Buber-
Neumann. Peter Hoffmann, who supervised my undergraduate studies at
McGill University in Montreal, first drew my attention to the theme of
political violence in the Weimar Republic, and my research supervisor,
Jonathan Steinberg, was always ready with a sympathetic ear and a keen
editorial eye. I owe more than I can say to Tony Judt, for showing
extraordinary and disinterested faith in my abilities at a critical moment.
Michael Geyer shared ideas and material with me, and helped me to recover
my own self-confidence more than once during the painful process of
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putting my thoughts into words for the first time. Tim Mason, Francis
Carsten and Dick Geary acted as examiners for the manuscript when it was
submitted, first as a fellowship dissertation and then as a doctoral thesis;
they have all provided valuable comments and suggestions. Dick in
particular has proved a surefooted and indispensable guide through the
alien territory of industrial organization and the labour process. My
colleagues in Cambridge, above all Nigel Swain and Raj Chandavarkar,
helped to make this book what it is. They have offered their ideas and
expertise as the gifts of friendship. While all these people may see something
of themselves in this book, its conception and conclusions, its idiosyncracies
and errors are entirely my responsibility.

My greatest debt is to my mother, Ann Williams Rosenhaft. If this book is
anybody’s but mine, then it is hers.
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1

Introduction: Social crisis, radical
politics and organized violence in
Weimar Germany

I

If it were possible to judge the character of a political order from the
immediate circumstances of its birth and death, the Weimar Republic
would have to be regarded as a remarkably, indeed painfully peaceable one.
The new order was called into being by the simple act of Philipp
Scheidemann, leader of the Social Democratic Party (SPD), who stepped out
onto a balcony outside the dining-room of the Reichstag building on 9
November 1918 and proclaimed the ‘democratic republic’. With Germany
near collapse at the end of an exhausting war, her armed forces in a state of
mutiny and her monarchy on the verge of abdication, Scheidemann
stepped into a power vacuum which, for the moment, made it possible for
him and his colleagues to form a provisional government and proceed to the
consolidation of the Republic. Similarly, the Republic’s demise was
signalled by a series of political events, mostly within the broad bounds of
constitutionality, bloodless in themselves and evoking no significant violent
reaction. These culminated in Hitler’s appointment to the Chancellorship in
January 1933 and six weeks later the passage by the Reichstag, against the
votes of the Social Democrats, of the Enabling Act which effectively gave
Hitler dictatorial powers.

In fact, violence of all kinds, both large-scale and individual, was endemic
to political life in the Weimar Republic. It was an expression of deep-
running and unresolved social conflicts, and the obstinate pacifism of the
men and women who had called the Republic into being and remained its
defenders in the final crisis arose in part out of their consciousness of that
fact. Those who, like Scheidemann’s SPD colleague Friedrich Ebert, saw
‘social revolution’ in 1918 as something to be avoided ‘like the plague’ in
the face of the overwhelming problems of public order and reconstruction
posed by the immediate post-war situation came to recognize in the violent
events of succeeding years a simmering threat of civil war that must not be
allowed to boil over at any cost. And from the earliest years of the Republic

1
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the Communists were deeply implicated in the organization and practice of
violence.

The Revolution of 1918 itself did not remain bloodless for long. In Berlin
during the following winter and in Munich in the spring of 1919 there were
desperate attempts to carry the Revolution further in which the Communist
Party, founded in January 1919 by the leaders of the ‘Spartacist’ left wing of
the Independent Social Democrats (USPD) and trade-union militants,
played a leading réle. The uprisings of 1919 were put down by government
troops and the volunteers of the right-wing Freikorps, with considerable
loss of life. When a group of military officers under Generals von Kapp and
Littwitz staged a coup against the Republic in March 1920, Social
Democrats, Independents and Communists within the labour movement
united to answer the coup with a general strike and, in some areas, with the
raising of workers’ militias. While the strike was successful in frustrating
the coup, the only prospect held out by the Social Democratic leaders who
were returned to power by the national resistance movement was that of
restoration of a republican status quo ante. In the Ruhr and in Central
Germany, members of the militias in their tens of thousands went into open
revolt, demanding the socialist programmes and the improvements in
living and working conditions that the national upheaval and negotiations
among the working-class parties had led them to expect. Again, Freikorps
and paramilitary police under Social Democratic administration put down
the disturbances, in two months of bloody fighting. The following two years
witnessed the assassination of two leading politicians (former Finance
Minister Matthias Erzberger and former Minister for Reconstruction with
responsibility for foreign affairs Walter Rathenau) by right-wing terrorists.
And in 1921 the KPD, now a mass party following its merger with the

‘majority of the USPD and increasingly guided by the tacticians of the Third
International (or Comintern), tested its wings in half-hearted and easily
suppressed revolutionary gestures in Central Germany, Berlin, Hamburg
and the Ruhr. In 1923, against the background of the French occupation of
the Ruhr and hyperinflation, movements of both the far left and the extreme
right openly prepared and carried out insurrectionary actions. Hitler’s ‘Beer
Hall Putsch’ in November, like the uprising of the Communists in Hamburg
the preceding month, was easily defeated but brought gunfire once again to
the streets of a major German city.!

After 1924 there did not emerge again a threat to the stable government
of the Republic so direct and so organized as to demand military
intervention. But even as the new system appeared to consolidate itself, in
both economic and political terms, people continued to talk and write
anxiously about the ‘coarsening of political manners’. A pugnacity borne
and encouraged chiefly by the radical opponents of the Republic made itself
felt equally in the parliamentary chambers and in relations between
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neighbours of differing political parties.? Above all the streets, the arena of
increasingly frequent and large-scale political activity in a new era of mass
democracy, became the focus for a new form of political violence, to which
one historian has given the descriptive name Zusammenstoss (clash)-
violence.3 This consisted of brawls between members of opposing parties,
arising sometimes out of spontaneous confrontations and sometimes out of
attempts of one party to disrupt the meetings or demonstrations of another.
In the mid-1920s such clashes were commonplace, and during periods of
general political mobilization, when the parties organized to contest
elections or the campaigns for referendum and plebiscite made possible by
the new constitution, they presented a serious problem for the police at the
local and regional level. At the end of 1929 the Reich Interior Minister
issued a memorandum in which he called attention to the threat to public
order posed by the continuing violence and anti-republican agitation.
When the Prussian authorities considered instituting a programme of
regular reporting of violent incidents, the response of one civil servant was
sceptical : ‘Fist-fights and quarrels between formations of the Left and Right
are the order of the day; the list of the Reich Interior Ministry could
certainly be extended by hundreds of cases.’*

The groups most deeply involved in this kind of fighting were the
paramilitary auxiliaries of the various parties.> In their conception and to
some extent in their membership, these organizations formed a bridge
between the insurrectionary movements of the early 1920s and later
developments, as they provided the framework and set the style for
Zusammenstoss-violence. Within them, political militants were organized
into small, cohesive and mobile groups and - to a greater or lesser degree
depending on the organization in question and local circumstances-
trained in fighting methods. And the uniforms and badges that became the
accoutrements of political activism under their aegis made the members of
opposing parties highly visible to one another.

By the late twenties, the most important of these organizations were the
Stahlhelm, the Sturmabteilung (Stormtroops, or SA) of the National
Socialist Party, the Reichsbanner Schwarz-Rot-Gold and the Communist
formations: Roter Frontkimpferbund (Red Front-fighters’ League, RFB)
and, after 1929, the Antifaschistische Junge Garde (Young Antifascist
Guard, AJG), Kampfbund gegen den Faschismus (Fighting-League against
Fascism) and sections of a broad-based movement known as the Anti-
faschistische Aktion (Antifascist Action). Of these the Stahlhelm, an inde-
pendent militant veterans’ organization closely associated with right-wing
conservatism, was the oldest ; it had been founded in 1918. The SA, created
as a military marshal-troop in 1921, drilled and trained for participation in
Hitler’s Putsch of 1923 and was re-established with propaganda and
defence functions after Hitler’s release from prison in 1925. The Reichs-
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banner came into being as a joint enterprise of the Social Democratic,
Democratic and Centre Parties in February 1924. Intended to provide a
militant (though largely propagandistic) defence of the Republic in the face
of persistent right-wing paramilitary activity, the Reichsbanner came to be
dominated by Social Democracy in its later years. The RFB was conceived in
the summer of 1924 both as a way to compete with the evident popularity
of the Reichsbanner and as a means of keeping together and channelling
the energies of the men who had joined the troops known as Proletarian
Hundreds during the revolutionary movement of 1923. While the RFB had
very extensive propaganda functions, in addition to those of paramilitary
training and physical defence, the post-1929 Communist organizations
placed specific emphasis on agitation against National Socialism and on
self-defence against the SA.

This shift in the functions of the Communist paramilitary organizations
after 1929, which will be examined in detail in Chapter 4, reflects the way
in which the pattern and intensity of political violence changed at that time.
The fighting that was still a matter for resigned comment at the end of 1929
was soon to become both a terrifying fact of daily life in some areas of
Germany and a central issue in national politics. During the years of
economic depression and political crisis that preceded Hitler’s ‘bloodless’
takeover, scores of lives were lost in a conflict that was now continuous,
growing in intensity, and increasingly the preserve of the most extreme
parties of right and left, the National Socialist Party and the Communist
Party. This was a function of the general mobilization of radical sentiment
that took place from 1929 onwards.

The general crisis through which the Republic was passing in those years
involved developments both in economic life and at every level of politics. It
arose out of a combination of international conditions and unresolved
problems peculiar to the German situation that had begun to make their
appearance as early as the mid-1920s. Germany’s recovery from the
disastrous economic effects of war and inflation after 1923 was accom-
panied by radical changes in the character of the industrial labour market.
The liquidations that followed the collapse of the inflationary boom threw
hundreds of thousands out of work in 1925-6, and the major industries
that survived did so by adopting practices of technological and organiz-
ational rationalization that both reduced the absolute numerical demand
for labour and made all but a minority of the most highly skilled workers
dispensable. The result was an unprecedentedly high rate of chronic
structural unemployment, even during the period of stabilization and
relative prosperity.® Trade-union leaders were for the first time made active
partners, along with the representatives of big business, in discussions with
successive administrations about the best means of dealing with the social
problems raised by these developments; one of the results of these
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discussions was a new system of state unemployment insurance.” But at the
same time the traditional bases of trade-union and socialist politics were
weakened. The political division between the Communists and the Social
Democrats that had emerged between 1917 and 1919 was reinforced by
increasing divergences between the interests of different sections of the
working class: between the employed and the unemployed and, more
specifically, between the highly skilled and relatively secure minority and
the fluctuating industrial population of the semi-skilled. For the latter
group, trade-unionism lost much of its meaning, either as the organiz-
ational focus of working-class protest or as the means of remedying specific
grievances. During this same period, the shape of anti-socialist politics
began to change as well, as sections of the middle class, still suffering the
after-effects of the inflation and alarmed at the prospect of losing out in the
apparent co-operation between the powerful interests of big business and
organized labour, started to turn their backs on the parties that had
traditionally represented their interests and to look for new forms of political
representation.®

Between 1929 and 1933, acute economic problems arising out of the
worldwide Depression accelerated the process of dissolution of the tra-
ditional forms of politics. A general political mobilization at the grass-roots
level coincided with a retreat from the institutions of representative
government and the increasing use of repressive and dictatorial measures
by the holders of power in Berlin. At the beginning of 1930 debates over
the question of whether industry or labour should bear the costs of the
unemployment insurance system, which had increased sharply since the
onset of the Depression the previous autumn, led to the resignation of the
coalition government led by the Social Democrat Hermann Miiller. His
successor as Chancellor, the Centre Party’s Heinrich Briining, regarded it as
his first task in the crisis to establish Germany’s financial credit in the world
and rid the country of the burden of reparations; to this end he pursued a
deflationary policy characterized, among other things, by repeated statu-
tory restrictions on the money incomes of working people and the
unemployed. Measures of this kind were hardly popular. When, in the
summer of 1930, the Chancellor found himself no more able to win the
support of a majority in the Reichstag for his new economic plans than his
predecessor had been, Reich President Hindenburg agreed to use the
powers granted him under Article 48 of the Constitution to dissolve the
Reichstag and institute Briining’s policy by presidential decree.® This was
the first step on the road to the system of ‘presidential government’ in
which, under the Chancellorships of Briining and his successors, Franz von
Papen and Kurt von Schleicher, all major policy measures (and a good
many entirely trivial ones) were instituted by decree rather than through
decisions of the Reichstag. The disaffection in the country provoked by these
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measures was answered with repeated attempts to restrict radical activity
and muzzle the political press.

The mobilization of the grass roots that made that disaffection potentially
dangerous was signalled by the general elections following the dissolution
of the Reichstag in 1930. More qualified voters went to the polls than at any
other election since 1919, and the only parties to gain were the radical
parties of right and left. The KPD took votes from the SPD while the NSDAP,
the party that called itself socialist while declaring its implacable opposition
to Marxism in all its forms, won large numbers both of new voters and of
those who had previously supported the middle-class parties of the centre.
The growth in the National Socialist vote was spectacular, sweeping the
party from sectarian isolation to the status of a mass-movement and major
factor on the political scene. While the representative institutions through
which large popular movements might otherwise have exercised power
were effectively eliminated by the practice of ‘presidential government’, the
two radical parties embarked on a struggle for influence over the members
of distressed and disaffected sections of the population which brought
political argument and conflict into every corner of daily life, from the shop-
floor to the tenement courtyard, from the pub to the parents’ associations in
the state schools.

With the activation of the major radical parties, Zusammenstoss-violence
began to spread at an alarming rate and to take on a new character. For the
period 1924-9, the casualty figures provided by the parties themselves
bespeak a persistent but by no means catastrophic conflict. The National
Socialists claimed thirty killed by the Communists during those years and
1241 wounded in 1928 and 1929 alone. According to KPD sources,
“fascists’ (apart from the police) killed ninety-two workers and wounded
239 more between the end of 1923 and the beginning of 1930. One
estimate placed the dead of the Stahlhelm, fallen in the fight against
Communism, at twenty-six, and the Reichsbanner lost thirteen members
between 1924 and 1928.°In the period that followed the casualty figures
rose dramatically. The NSDAP reported seventeen deaths and over 2500
injuries in 1930 and forty-two dead and 6300 wounded in 1931; the
figures for the last year before Hitler’s seizure of power were eighty-four and
9715 respectively. The Communist Red Aid, an organization devoted to
legal aid and support for the families of the victims of political violence and
repression, claimed forty-four deaths at the hands of the Nazis in 1930, fifty-
two in 1931 and seventy-five in the first half of 1932, and over 18,000
cases of injury in 1930 and 1931. Between 1929 and 1933 nearly three
times as many Social Democrats died as in the preceding five years; all of
these killings after 1929 were attributed to the National Socialists.!

After 1929 the authorities, too, began to monitor these developments
more closely. From that year on, regular memoranda on the incidence of
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political attacks were prepared within the Prussian Interior Ministry.
Beginning in mid-1930, the administrators of the Prussian territories
presented quarterly reports to Berlin, in which the weapons seized from
Communists and National Socialists were itemized in separate lists. From
1931 at the latest, regular reports reached the Prussian Minister in which
the casualties and arrests resulting from ‘political excesses’ were broken
down according to political allegiance of victim and attacker.?

Similar procedures were followed in the other federal states, so that there
are figures available to check against the party sources, although these too
are incomplete. Three hundred dead in the past year was the figure
proposed by the Reichstag Deputy Hennes on 16 March 1931 ; the estimate
was not challenged during the debate in the chamber, which was touched
off by the brutal murder by armed Nazis of a Communist City Councilman in
Hamburg.'?® In the Prussian Diet the following October Carl Severing,
Prussian Interior Minister, declared that thirty-four people had been killed
since January and 186 seriously wounded in clashes ‘obviously’ stemming
from the Communists and another three killed, eight fatally wounded and
seventy-eight seriously hurt in brawls started by National Socialists.'*
October and November of that year saw twenty-one reported killed and
1138 wounded in all of Germany ; of the dead, fourteen were Nazis, six
Communists, one a Reichsbanner member. The 1213 who had been
arrested or were ‘assumed with certainty’ to be responsible for the attacks
included 378 National Socialists - 184 involved in fights with Communists
and 190 in fights with Reichsbanner members - 206 Reichsbanner and
SPD (194 in cases against the Nazis) and 579 Communists, 547 of whom
were suspected of crimes against the Nazis.!> Between January and
September 1932, the Prussian territories alone reported seventy Nazi and
fifty-four Communist, ten Social Democratic and twenty-one ‘other’ dead.®

Subject to all the reservations that apply to compilations based on reports
made by and to the police, these figures nevertheless suggest two things
about the general pattern of Zusammenstoss-violence: first the very high
participation of Communists and, second, the tendency, within a frame-
work of general polarization, for Communists in particular to direct their
attacks to Nazis, while Nazis - on the national scale - were more likely to
distribute their attentions across the spectrum of the political left. Hitler’s
declared intention to wage ‘a war of extermination against Marxism’ in all
its forms, which were included in his instructions to the SA of 1926, his
urging that the SA undertake ‘the conquest of the streets’ and his stated
conviction that ‘terror can only be broken with terror’ both legitimated the
use of physical aggression and suggested that it should be directed with
equal force against both the socialist parties.!” The choice of specific targets
would be determined by whether SPD or KPD was the predominant party in
a given area. The situation of the Communists was more complicated. After
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1928 the KPD maintained a political analysis that dictated that its members
oppose with equal vigour the ‘fascists’ and the ‘social fascists’ (although the
prescription was primarily for political, rather than physical confrontation).
Yet it appears that Communists restricted the practice of physical violence
during this period largely to the Nazis, and also that within the labour
movement they were the ones who bore the brunt of the effects of the Nazi
terror. This is apparent whether we read the police figures as an index of the
actual involvement of various groups in fighting, as either attackers or
defenders, or as an indicator of the extent to which numbers of any given
group risked arrest for political activity in a situation of general
mobilization.

The violence of the two radical parties had resonances and effects at
many levels. In the highest circles of government, its suppression became a
necessary element of every scheme for restoring or replacing the ailing
system. Between July 1930 and January 1932 seven presidential decrees
dealt with such related questions as the use of weapons, the wearing of
uniforms and the maintenance of ‘gathering-places for activities endanger-
ing the state’. These attempts to suppress violence were accompanied
by various schemes for dealing with the problems of youth unemploy-
ment-since young people, who had suffered disproportionately in the
economic contraction of the mid-twenties and continued to be among
the main victims of the Depression, were also most deeply involved in the
fighting between parties. The schemes included state-sponsored sporting
and paramilitary activities and finally a form of labour service.®

During 1932 the question of controlling the violence of paramilitary
formations was explicitly linked to the pressing one of how to deal with the
continued growth of the NSDAP. On 13 April the SA and its élite sister-corps
the SS were dissolved by decree, and a few days later, in a gesture to equity,
President Hindenburg ordered that all paramilitary organizations open
their books to the authorities on pain of dissolution and banned the
Communists’ atheist leagues. After Briining’s fall from grace, negotiations
between Hitler and the new Chancellor, von Papen, led to the lifting of the
SA ban and of the standing prohibition on the wearing of uniforms in June.
The period leading up to and following the Reichstag elections in July was
marked by an unprecedented wave of shootings and bombings, for which
the SA was largely responsible. 105 of the 155 victims of political violence
in Prussia in 1932 fell in June and July alone. On 9 August special courts
were established and the death penalty extended to include unpremeditated
manslaughter in political cases.®

A simultaneous development, not unrelated to the new Chancellor’s
receptiveness to Hitler’s arguments, was the use of the need to suppress
violence as a pretext for very much more significant attacks from above on
the constitutional order. On 17 july 1932, fifteen people were killed when
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SA demonstrators, members of defence units of the KPD’s Antifaschistische
Aktion and police clashed in the Hamburg working-class suburb of
Altona.?® Von Papen saw in these events an opportunity to put into effect a
plan which had long been under discussion in conservative circles. On the
twentieth a presidential decree dissolved the elected Landtag and the Social-
Democrat-led government of Prussia and replaced it with a Commissioner
responsible directly to the Reich; Berlin and Brandenburg were placed
under a state of emergency for five days. The Prussian government, it was
argued, had shown itself unable to cope with ‘the bloody ... disorders ...
originating with the Communists’.?! At the high court sessions in which the
deposed cabinet sued for confirmation that the Reich’s action was
unconstitutional, debate revolved around mortality figures and the ques-
tion of how near Prussia had come to civil war.?? And in the last months
before Hitler was made Chancellor, the extent to which the radical parties
were ready and willing to collaborate in an all-out opposition to the state,
which would mean civil war, was a consideration repeatedly brought into
play when Papen, Schleicher and Hindenburg discussed how the energies of
the Nazi movement could be harnessed towards the creation of a new kind
of constitutional order, without granting Hitler the leading réle in
government that he demanded.?

At the level of local communities, too, the fighting between the parties
added a new element to social and political life ; in some areas it radically
changed them. The threat and use of physical force, combined with the
intransigent rhetoric used by the combatants, made it possible for the
contest for party-political influence to develop into a struggle for direct
physical control of space and institutions. In the villages of Silesia, for
example, there developed a kind of war of positions ; the activists on either
side used threats and violence to prevent meeting-halls under their control
from being opened to their opponents. In the smaller localities this could
mean the paralysis of political life.2* In other areas, like the large industrial
cities, the overall results were not so drastic before 1933, but the objects of
the fighting were similar and the emotions it aroused equally strong. The
way in which the violence of the crisis years was enmeshed with local
structures of power and drew its energy from local concerns, is best
illustrated by an examination of the pattern of fighting in a single city,
Berlin. There it was the control of the neighbourhoods that were the
traditional arenas of working-class politics that was at issue, in both the
rhetoric and the practice of the Nazis and Communists.

I

In the 1920s Germany’s capital had some four million inhabitants, nearly
half of whom were dependent on industry for their livelihoods. Forty-one
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per cent of the population at the 1925 census belonged to the manual
working class. The largest single employer of male labour was the metal
industry, including both electrotechnical and engineering firms, followed
by the building trades. Clothing manufacture, which employed large
numbers of women in small shops or at home, was also a major industry. In
addition, as a metropolitan area in which both manufacturing and
distributive operations were important (one quarter of the population lived
from trade and transport), the city offered numerous opportunities for
casual labour, so that Berlin’s population included a higher proportion of
unskilled and unspecialized labourers than did the national workforce.23

The working-class population was concentrated in the north and east of
the city, with significant pockets in the centre. Around the pre-industrial
slums of the old city, Berlin-Mitte, radiated block upon block of tenements
built just after mid-century and to accommodate the workers who had
flooded in during the boom years after 1870. These made up Berlin’s
‘classic’ working-class areas: Wedding and Prenzlauer Berg to the north,
Friedrichshain to the east, Neukolln, Kreuzberg and parts of Schéneberg in
the southeast, Moabit and a corner of Charlottenburg in the northwest.2°

Self-conscious tradition and economic necessity combined to make these
streets and neighbourhoods a characteristic realm of working-class life and
working-class politics in Berlin. There, as in many large German cities,
the development of private and family life was physically limited by a
shortage of housing for the working class. Already critical in the nineteenth
century, this shortage was not eased by the reform measures and falling
birth-rates of the Weimar period. A pre-war estimate observed that some
600,000 inhabitants of Greater Berlin lived in dwellings in which each
room was occupied by five people or more. The census of 1925 revealed that
117,430 families were still without a home of their own, while a further
47,000 lived in attic or cellar flats or emergency housing of various kinds.?’
Personal and family life moved out into the courtyards, the pavements and
the parks.

The character of the housing market in Wilhelmine Berlin was such that
the proletariat was always on the move, from dwelling to dwelling, looking
for a cheaper place to live, trying to evade paying the rent or suffering the
consequences of being unable to pay. Heinrich Zille’s drawings remind us
time and again of this mobility, in his depictions of the first of the month, the
streets crowded with carts full of furniture, of families slipping out just
ahead of the rent collector, of Trockenwohner, wheeling their worldly goods
from one freshly plastered house to another, only to be turned out each time
as the plaster dried and made the house legally fit for habitation.?® Even in
this period, however, there is evidence that allegiance to a neighbourhood
was very strong in spite of the necessity of constantly moving around. Thus
Giinther Dehn, in 1913 the pastor of a protestant congregation in the
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heavily proletarian northwest corner of Moabit recalls that, although ‘the
worker often moved from one flat to another ..., he preferred to stay in the
same neighbourhood [Stadtteil]’.?° Between the turn of the century and
1933 a series of events and measures affected the stability of the traditional
working-class neighbourhoods. There were two waves of suburban migra-
tion. The first followed the emigration of major industries to such inner
suburbs as Lichtenberg, Steglitz, Treptow and Spandau before 1914. The
second, after the War, drew better-paid workers with small families into
new housing estates and garden suburbs ; it was accompanied by extensive
urban renewal programmes in the inner-city districts, which were well
under way though not everywhere completed by the mid-twenties.3° At the
same time, the circumstances of the 1920s may have contributed to the
settledness of the remaining population. These included the disappearance
of the Trockenwohner, with the introduction of mechanical devices for
rapidly drying plaster and, more important, the general decline in mobility
encouraged by the sharpening of the housing shortage and compounded by
state rent controls. The situation became more fluid again after 1929, as
rent controls were loosened and large numbers of people were set in motion
by the pressures of the Depression ; the net result was a decline in the
populations of the old working-class neighbourhoods between 1929 and
19333

An aspect of neighbourhood life in Berlin not captured by official statistics
is the concept of the Kietz. This expression, taken over from the Slavic
language of the Prussian frontier, denoted (and still denotes in Berlin slang)
a neighbourhood within a neighbourhood, a coherent community with its
own habits and attitudes, usually marked off from the surrounding district
by some particular physical feature. Apart from the factories and power-
plants, highways and railway-lines that characterize any large city and can
serve as the border-posts between neighbourhoods, Berlin had a housing
pattern that contributed to the crystallization of such communities in the
old proletarian areas: high-density tenements packed together between
broad boulevards. The use of the term Kietz, which, as we shall see, had
itself become highly politicized by the 1930s, reflects a very high degree of
local self-consciousness and allegiance to the neighbourhood.3?

Allegiance to the neighbourhood was not a matter purely of sentiment or
sociability. It was underpinned by a history in which the neighbourhood as
a physical entity provided both a common source of grievance and a
common medium of political expression for the proletariat. This was
sometimes an extension of industrial struggles. The transport-workers’
strike of 1910, which began in a firm in Moabit, was sustained by the
willingness of the local residents and shopkeepers, not only to join in noisy
demonstrations which were remembered long after the issues of the strike
were forgotten, but also to provide food, blankets and shelter for the
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strikers.33 At other times, the neighbourhood itself, as a collection of streets
and houses, was at issue, as in the housing riots which punctuated the
city’s expansion in the nineteenth century.3* The practice of combined
strikes and demonstrations on the first of May, in which more and more
Berlin workers took part every year during the Wilhelmine period, despite
official trade-union opposition, was one that recognized the workers’
presence in the streets as a positive complement to their withdrawal from
the workplace.3*

At the same time, the very forms of sociability cultivated by the
proletariat in the semi-public institutions of working-class neighbourhoods
promised solidarity and cohesion in wider struggles. In 1891 Karl Kautsky
responded to the arguments of the Social Democratic temperance move-
ment with an observation that reflects very vividly the immediacy of the
themes of public and private in the self-consciousness of the labour
movement, and the tensions between them:

The sole bulwark of the proletarian’s political freedom ... is the tavern ... the only
place where the lower classes can congregate and discuss their common problems.
Without the tavern the German proletarian has not only no social, but also no
political life ... Should the temperance movement succeed ... in persuading the mass
of German workers to avoid the tavern, and, outside the workplace, to concentrate
on that family life portrayed to them in such glowing terms ... the cohesion of the
proletariat would be broken, it would be reduced to a mass of atoms, disconnected
and consequently incapable of resistance.3¢

Kautsky’s point - and he was arguing from the experience of the recently
rescinded Socialist Law - was that the workers must fight to maintain
certain spheres of their collective life as far as possible free from the
surveillance and interference of the state. Viewed from above, the
neighbourhood had always been the basic unit of administration. The more
determinedly the state intervened in daily life, in the person of the police
and, more important, through the local administration of welfare and
education, the more the neighbourhood vied with the factory as a mould in
which working-class experience was formed. At the same time, it gained
importance as an arena for day-to-day confrontations with the state and its
agents, in which questions of the participation of the proletariat in
controlling its own life were contested. With universal manhood suffrage,
moreover, the residential area, as electoral district, became a political unit
as well. Through the activities of a Social-Democratic movement concerned
equally with the transformation of working-class life and the winning of
votes all these themes came together to form an image of the working-class
neighbourhood in general, and of certain sections of Berlin in particular,
that was already highly politicized by the opening years of the Weimar
Republic.

It was this tradition that the Communist Party inherited, after the
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revolution of 1918/19. The Party’s claims began with the city itself. In
Berlin the Party had been born and received its baptism of fire; there its
greatest leaders Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht had been martyred
during the revolutionary battles of 1919. Berlin was the largest single
section of the KPD, numbering some 15,000 members in 1927. One tenth
of all German Communists lived in the city, and in the last election of the
Weimar Republic nearly a third of Berlin’s voters chose the KPD.37 ‘No one
who did not live through that time in our ranks’, writes the former KPD
militant and novelist Georg Glaser of his first arrival in the city from his
Rhenish home-town,

can imagine what Berlin, the reddest of all cities on earth outside the Soviet Union,
meant to me ... [ wandered through the streets for five or six days. I asked my way
around and could speak the famous names of ... Wedding, Lichtenberg, Neukélln
only with emotion. I looked for bullet-holes in every wall. I stared into the faces of all
passersby, for I was convinced that an eye that had once looked over a barricade
must be changed for all time.3®

In March 1930 the Comintern Executive issued a statement which
echoed the self-confidence of three generations of organized workers: ‘The
Bolsheviki began their conquest of the workers from St Petersburg. The KPD
is already becoming the hegemon in the working-class neighbourhoods of
Berlin.’3®

It was in the traditional areas of working-class settlement that the KPD
had its strongholds. ‘Red Wedding’ was the most celebrated of these. The
site of two major electrical works employing over 60,000 people, as well as
of large breweries, tanneries and engineering works, Wedding had a
working-class population of 57 per centin 1925. Before the war it had been
a Social-Democratic bastion. In the municipal elections of June 1920, from
which the KPD abstained, the inhabitants of Wedding gave more than three
times as many votes to the left-socialist party, the USPD, as to the SDP. In
the Landtag elections of 1921, the KPD participated and won its highest
vote in Wedding. The KPD became the strongest electoral party in Wedding
at the Reichstag elections of 1924, and retained its voters’ loyalty even after
the Nazi seizure of power. Wedding was among the handful of areas in
Germany that returned a Communist majority in 1933, when the KPD had
been banned and its supporters were subject to government terror.*°

The two other Berlin districts that justified their reputations as Commu-
nist bases in the elections of 1933 were Friedrichshain and Neukdlln. Like
Wedding, though to a lesser degree, these two areas had clear working-
class majorities in their populations. Friedrichshain was named after the
large park in which the dead of the 1848 revolution were buried. Its
employment structure reflected the concentration of the clothing industry
in northeastern Berlin, the presence of three large breweries and the
proximity of the municipal stockyards.#! Neukélln, stretching into the
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suburbs in the southeast of the city, had had a working-class settlement
since its founding as a weavers’ colony in the eighteenth century. In the
Weimar period, its working population was representative of most of the
Berlin trades. Although the KPD did not begin to win electoral majorities
there until 1930, Neukélln was a keystone in the Berlin Communist
organization. It was reportedly the seat of the largest RFB division in
Germany, numbering some 2000 men.*

At least as important as Neukolln was Berlin Mitte, the city centre. Here
the slums of the old city vied for space with the centres of government and
commerce. Alexanderplatz was the site of Police Headquarters and the focus
of Berlin’s less glamorous night-life ; on Biilow-Platz stood Karl-Liebknecht-
Haus, the headquarters of the KPD. The Party-district Zentrum, which
included this territory, was one of the strongest in the Berlin organization ;
in 1931 it had some 5000 members, or about one-fifth of the total Berlin
membership.*?

These were the principal strongholds of Berlin Communism, but the
Communist presence was strong in all the heavily working-class districts of
the north and east. This was demonstrated in the elections of 1932, when
the KPD received the majority of votes in nine working-class areas. Besides
Wedding, Friedrichshain, Neuko6lln and Mitte, there were Prenzlauer Berg,
Kreuzberg and the industrial suburbs of Lichtenberg, Reinickendorf and
Weissensee.*

Most of these areas, even the ones which showed a general pattern of
Communist sympathy, had their special Communist enclaves, identifiable
as Kietze. In Wedding and Neukdlln, these were identified with the streets in
which barricades were set up against the police during the disturbances of
May 1929, to be described in Chapter 2 : in Wedding the Kosliner Strasse,
in Neukdlln the twelve blocks bounded by Jigerstrasse, Bergstrasse, Kopf-
strasse and Hermannstrasse.*® The Fischerkietz, the area on and surround-
ing the southeast end of the island on which the former royal palace stood,
was another Communist centre ; with its warrens of courts and back alleys
it provided cover against police interference for all kinds of activities.*® A
little further north, still in Berlin-Mitte, lay the Linienstrasse and the area
just north of the Biilow-Platz, where the old Jewish ghetto ended and a
concentration of proletarian housing, small shops and transport firms
began. The heart of this area, known as the Scheunenviertel, was being
demolished during the mid-twenties, but the area continued to provide a
comfortable milieu for the KPD members and functionaries who frequented
Karl-Liebknecht-Haus and the Berlin KPD headquarters, not far away in
the Miinzstrasse.*” In Kreuzberg it was the section south of the Gneisenau-
strasse that constituted a red Kietz, but there was a significant Communist
presence in the streets round about the Gorlitz Station as well.4®

The working-class sections of largely middle-class districts were also
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recognized as Communist pockets. Moabit, the section of the Tiergarten
district north of the River Spree, was dominated by the works of
the Allgemeine FElektrizitits-Gesellschaft and machine-tool, munitions
and chemical factories. The streets nearest the factories-the
‘Beusselkietz’ - were strongholds of the KPD during the Weimar Republic.4°
Schoneberg had its ‘Rote Insel’ or ‘Red Island’, in the shadow of the gas-
works, between the railway lines south of the Anhalt Station, and the
district just south of the Charlottenburg Palace was known as ‘Little
Wedding’.5°

At the best of times, the KPD leadership was ambivalent about the Party’s
relationship to these neighbourhood strongholds. In the Leninist interpret-
ation of Marxist theory the factories, as the point at which workers
experienced both common grievance and collective strength and as the
bases on which the capitalist system rested, were the principal objects and
arenas of the class struggle. Electoral politics was at best of secondary
importance. Even as the Party celebrated the neighbourhoods and orga-
nized within them its theoreticians failed to digest the growing significance
of life outside the factories as a basis for working-class action. If the
grievances and means of redress characteristic of the proletariat outside the
workplace had traditionally been an important complement to trade-union
organization and action, the changes of the mid-1920s made the two sets of
experience increasingly distinct. Suburbanization, which meant that
Berliners were travelling very long distances to work by the end of the
twenties, broke the geographical link between home and workplace for
workers in many trades and at many levels of status and income. In the
changed labour-market of the 1920s growing numbers of semi-skilled and
unskilled workers travelled to short periods of work in several workshops or
factories in succession, in different parts of the city and in different sectors of
industry, or stayed at home because they could not get work. For them, the
neighbourhood might be the one stable frame of reference for the
recognition of interests and the construction of remedies. Certainly, the
strike that was the traditional weapon of the labour movement lost both its
relevance and its effectiveness under these circumstances. More than ever,
proletarian groups were likely to draw their understanding of political and
economic conditions from relations specific to the neighbourhood: from
confrontations with the police and the representatives of the social services,
with landlords and shopkeepers, and with other individuals and groups
whose sphere of operation was the residential area. Similarly, the means
they would find for enforcing their own interests in the context of such
confrontations would be those available to the working class outside the
workplace : such direct economic power as consumers wield, the use of
physical force, and the mobilization of existing local structures of power and
influence.
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Even before the mass unemployment of the Depression years extended
these conditions to embrace masses of workers, the areas that the KPD
claimed as its strongholds had populations that were peculiarly subject to
the influences of locality. One of the effects of suburbanization was to siphon
off the more prosperous sections of the working class from the ‘traditional’
proletarian neighbourhoods. Most of the districts that were ‘left behind’ in
the process of suburbanization in Berlin were also those that, in the mid-
1920s, housed disproportionately high numbers of the least qualified
workers : Wedding, Kreuzberg, Friedrichshain, Mitte, the Tiergarten district
in which Moabit lay, and probably the older sections of Neukollns!'-in
short, the principal strongholds of the KPD.

The nature of the problems that residents of these neighbourhoods faced
and the forms of response available to them are suggested by the fact that in
all the Communist-dominated areas appalling living conditions coincided
with perceived high rates of crime. It was in these districts that the
overcrowding characteristic of nineteenth-century conditions persisted.
Combined with the decrepitude of the buildings themselves, these circum-
stances contributed to disproportionately high rates of infant mortality,
communicable disease and death from tuberculosis. These were also the
districts that made the greatest demands on the time and resources of the
public welfare agencies.? In Neukolln in 1929-30, numbers of people
equivalent to the district’s entire working-class population were processed
through the various sections of the state system of social services. They
included applicants for unemployment insurance and municipal welfare
assistance, children and young people sent away to the country at public
expense and entering and leaving approved schools and municipal shelters,
and young people involved in court cases.> In many cases these numbers
represent individuals making contact with several different agencies on
separate occasions, but they nevertheless suggest the extent to which
powerful agents of economic and social control outside the workplace
played a réle in working-class life.

The incidence of crime in Communist-dominated areas is more problema-
tic. There is no statistical evidence that would make it possible to draw
conclusions about officially registered crime rates in various sections of
Berlin, but the anecdotal evidence is compelling.* Organized crime
syndicates operated in Berlin-Mitte, in the proletarian sections of Schone-
berg, in ‘Little Wedding’, and around the Silesian station in Friedrichshain
(an area held to be generally unsafe, as were the environs of the Stettin
Station, Mitte). Neukdlln, Kreuzberg and Wedding were said, during the
late 1920s, to be terrorized by organized youth-gangs. In Kreuzberg the
area around the Gorlitz Station was thought to be one of high crime; in
1932 the Social Democratic daily newspaper Vorwidarts reported that the
Skalitzer Strasse especially, ‘appears to be suffering a regular reign of terror
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from bandits, who lie in wait for passersby at night, attack and rob them’. Of
the Linienstrasse, Vorwdrts wrote: ‘... even before the War ... policemen
went in pairs’. In 1927 the section of Neukélln that included Hermann-
strasse, Berliner Strasse and Bergstrasse was plagued by ‘rowdies’. And
attacks and robberies in and around the Kosliner Strasse gave rise to
repeated complaints during the twenties. Vorwidrts wrote of its residents in
1931: ‘For the most part, the mothers and fathers have previous
convictions ; what more can they do than pick up work wherever they can
find it?* Reflected in these images of criminality is the existence of local
networks of power, resting on both economic and physical force (organized
crime), a certain readiness to use violence in pursuit of particular goals, a
lack of respect for the official structures of authority, and, at the very least, a
history of confrontations between residents of the neighbourhoods in
question and the police. These were part of life in the neighbourhoods that
the KPD claimed for itself.

This is not to say, however, that every member of each of the
communities in question took part in such activities. Indeed, it is quite
conceivable that the criminality of one section of the working-class
community alienated others, against whom it was sometimes directed. The
question of divisions within the neighbourhood was one of which the KPD’s
claims to hegemony took no account. In spite of the force of the appeal to a
single socialist tradition, places like Wedding were not the same kind of
neighbourhoods they had been when Wilhelmine Social Democracy had
claimed them. Because they were no longer the only areas where workers
could live, they could no longer be seen to embody and reinforce a single
working-class interest, as might have been the case in the nineteenth
century. If the old proletarian areas had never been anything other than
mixed, in terms even of the representation of various occupational and
status groups in their working-class populations, they had arguably
constituted a terrain on which the various sections of the working class
could mix and coalesce, socially and politically, under the leadership of the
most qualified and articulate workers, for whom the SPD spoke - although
this apparent unity probably depended on the silence or deliberate neglect
by Social Democracy of the lowest proletarian strata, rather than their
active integration into the community. The physical drawing-off from those
neighbourhoods of the workers who benefited in relative and absolute
terms from the economic developments of the twentieth century symbolized
a divergence in expectations within the working class at the same time as it
removed one traditional leadership group. One result of this may have been
to intensify the status-anxieties of those relatively well-qualified workers left
behind in the old neighbourhoods - who still represented the bare majority
of workers in all of them - thereby sharpening the sense of distance and
hostility between them and those ‘below’ them. An important element of
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intra-class politics at this level was the fact that since the War the radical left
out of which the KPD was formed had in various ways provided a voice for
the least experienced, least well-organized and most ill-paid of the
proletariat.5* Another result of the drawing-off of the better-paid was to
initiate the diminution of the collective economic strength of the working
class in the old neighbourhoods, on which the maintenance of the physical
institutions of a solid working-class and socialist culture (most notably the
taverns) to some extent depended. This process was catastrophically
accelerated by the conditions of worldwide Depression.

All of these conditions tended to exacerbate the practical consequences of
more traditional divisions. With the possible exception of certain company
towns and public housing projects, no urban working-class community is
socially homogeneous. Even predominantly proletarian areas comprise
groups of people - shopkeepers, landlords, publicans, policemen, resident
or habitually on the scene - whose interests are different from those of their
customers, tenants, patrons or charges, as well as occupational groups
whose attitudes and aspirations diverge. Even if the Communist Party had
not had to compete with Social Democracy for the allegiance of the workers,
as the circumstances of its formation made inevitable, its power to control
what went on in the neighbourhoods would never have been unchallenged.

It was the raising of just such a challenge by the NSDAP that led to
spiralling violence in Berlin, and the fighting between Nazis and Commu-
nists developed around the institutions of working-class life in the
neighbourhood and along the fissures that existed within it. The National
Socialists made the penetration of the KPD’s neighbourhood strongholds
the first goal of their activities in Berlin, presenting their actions sometimes
as a campaign of conquest against enemy territory and sometimes as a
crusade to ‘free’ the neighbourhood from the ‘criminal terror’ of the
Communists. After 1933 the victorious battle for the red Babylon became a
standard theme in the self-congratulatory literature of the SA.

Founded at the beginning of 1925, the Berlin NSDAP was for its first year
a party of peaceable burghers. Starting in March 1926, the Berlin SA began
to form itself: its first members came from the right-wing athletic and
paramilitary organizations already active in Berlin. Within a few months,
the SA outnumbered the ordinary party members.% In the summer of
1926, a combination of aggressive contempt for the political
enemy - above all the KPD - and a looking towards working-class and
anti-bourgeois elements as a recruiting-ground was already apparent in the
SA. The leader of the embryonic Neukélln section of the NSDAP, Reinhold
Muchow, deliberately imitated Communist techniques in building up his
organization. In a report of August 1926, he described the campaign of the
NSDAP to organize the unemployed in Berlin - a form of activity long the
preserve of the KPD:
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This means nothing less than the first attempt to press forward, little by little, into
the strongest and most important bulwarks of Communist domination ..., to
undermine them and soften them up ... Berlin National Socialists almost without
exception devote their energies to the conquest of the German workers (they are fed
up with the bourgeoisie of all descriptions).5’

To this contesting of the KPD’s traditional constituency Joseph Goebbels
added a territorial challenge when he was appointed Gauleiter for Berlin the
following November. Under his leadership, the National Socialists’ declared
‘assault on Berlin’ began with a series of rowdy meetings in the industrial
southwest of the city.5® On 11 February 1927, Goebbels himself spoke in
Pharus-Sile, a traditional KPD meeting-hall in the heart of Wedding, on the
subject of ‘the collapse of the bourgeois class-state’. Four people were hurt
in the brawling between Nazis, police and counter-demonstrators, both
inside the hall and in the surrounding streets, that accompanied this first
challenge to red hegemony in Wedding.>® A month later a large group of
Berlin SA men attended a meeting in the outlying village Trebbin, at which
Goebbels reportedly declared that ‘blood had always been the best cement,
and would hold them together in the coming struggles’. On the train back to
Berlin, five to six hundred of the SA men confronted a carload of RFB men.
There ensued a bloody battle in the train which developed into a general
mélée when the train pulled into the Lichterfelde-Ost station where
members of both parties were waiting to meet it. Afterwards, the Nazis
regrouped outside the station and spent the evening roaming uncontrolled
around the city’s West End. Even the police, not ordinarily sympathetic to
the Communists, regarded the incident as the responsibility of the SA. On its
results Muchow reported, with very little exaggeration:

All over the car lie splinters of glass, pools of blood, bits of wood and over 200 stones.
The first to be pulled out is a civilian: the Communist Landtag-Deputy Paul
Hoffmann. His face is a shapeless bloody mass. One of the actual wire-pullers, whom
you can’t get at otherwise. He got his deserts.%

On 6 May the SA was banned in Berlin.

The ban was lifted the following March. Having maintained its cohesion
during the period of illegality, the Berlin SA in early 1928 had about 800
members in nineteen sections. This compared with about 11,000 RFB
members. %! In this year there developed within the Berlin SA the institution
of the Sturmlokal, or SA-tavern, whose existence both reflected the
character of the Nazi assault on the working-class neighbourhoods and
helped to shape the pattern of political violence in the capital. Like the
members of other political and fraternal organizations, SA men tradition-
ally met and held their functions in the taverns ; these were the focus of the
Berlin resident’s public life. Some of these taverns would certainly have
gained the reputation of Nazi hangouts in the early years. But the
Sturmlokal was something new : a combined clubhouse and soup-kitchen,
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often furnished with beds, under the undisputed sovereignty of the SA. The
element of security provided to the heavily outnumbered SA by this kind of
total environment gave the Sturmlokal the character of an operational base,
a fortress in enemy territory: ‘Sturmlokal, that is, as it were, the fortified
position in the battle zone. It is the sector at the front which offers rest and
security in the face of the enemy, recovery and refreshment after strenuous
service’.%2 Between 1928 and 1933, and especially after 1930, the
Sturmlokale not only increased in number but moved closer and closer to the
hearts of the ‘red’ districts, even taking over premises that Communists had
traditionally frequented. They thus became both the symbol and the
apparent instrument of Nazi penetration of Communist territory.

The Communist Party’s response to the propaganda of challenge was to
adopt and amplify the image of the SA-man as invader in its own
propaganda and, through its anti-fascist defence formations, to organize to
enforce its claims to hegemony. But the idea, actively propagated by both
parties to the conflict, that the National Socialists were invaders in
Communist areas, was misleading. By the early 1930s, at the latest, SA-
men in working-class neighbourhoods could be described as outsiders only
in a party-political sense. Very often, they were residents of the areas in
which they operated, well known to their Communist adversaries. The
National Socialist penetration reflected a real growth in popular influence
for the NSDAP. In the municipal elections of November 1929, the party was
able for the first time to elect thirteen city and fourteen district councillors,
and in the Reichstag elections the following September it won over ten per
cent of the vote in every district except Wedding. The Reichstag elections of
July 1932 brought the NSDAP nearly thirty per cent of the votes in the city,
at a time when the Berlin SA claimed over 22,000 members.% Conversely,
in 1931 over half of a sample of Berlin SA men were described as workers. %
When a Sturmlokal in Friedrichshain was attacked by Communists late in
1931, the police began their investigations by arresting everybody on the
premises. Of the sixty men taken into custody, all but eleven of whom
admitted belonging to the NSDAP or SA, twenty-nine gave addresses in the
immediate neighbourhood of the tavern, nineteen in other sections of
Friedrichshain and only eleven in other districts, mostly Kreuzberg and
Mitte. Of fifty-three who named a specific trade or occupation, thirty-one
were manual workers and three worked in ancillary non-industrial
occupations.® Paradoxically, then, the period in which the most nearly
absolute claims to Communist hegemony were being raised was the one in
which such influence as the Party had was being most vigorously, and to
some extent successfully, contested.

Within the framework of claim and challenge, events in Berlin followed a
development similar to that in the country at large. The records of the Berlin
public prosecutor, although by no means comprehensive, suggest the
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changing dimensions of the problem:% 576 reported cases of violent
confrontation between members of opposing political groups (including
clashes with the police) break down as follows for the years 1925 to January
1933:27,23, 14, 21, 21, 50, 109, 311. Of these reports, 509 came from
Greater Berlin. Before 1929 just under one-third of those cases involved
clashes between Nazis and Communists; for the years from 1929 to 1933,
the proportion was just about three quarters.

During 1931, and even more 1932, the police received a large number of
reports that could not be confirmed; in some areas, the claim, ‘I was
attacked by the Communists’, became a handy excuse for the roving
paterfamilias returning home half-conscious after a night on the town or for
the petty criminal caught out in the aftermath of some non-political violent
incident.® This is a reminder that statistics can be misleading. Indeed, none
of the variations in the reported incidence of Zusammenstoss-violence over
time and from place to place can be read as directly indicating more than
varying degrees of sensitivity of the police and the public to the much-
talked-about phenomenon of violence. But the signs of heightened expect-
ations of violence that appear during the Depression years are themselves
significant ; changed perceptions suggest a changing reality. In 1931 the
police were arresting between twenty and thirty people a day for political
activity - not all of them, of course, involved in violent clashes. And
towards the end of the year the head of Department IA, the political police,
complained to the Police Chief of the resulting strain on his officers in the
field: “The collapse of the political executive is to be feared, if fundamental
assistance is not immediately forthcoming,’%8

The fighting was also becoming more brutal. The Police Chief, Albert
Grzesinski, writes of how ‘ordinary brawls had given way to murderous
attacks’; he dates the beginning of a spiralling series to political murders
from the Kkilling of the Communist Heimannsburg in May 1930.% By
November of 1931, twenty-nine people had died : twelve Communists, six
National Socialists, one Stahlhelm member, two Reichsbanner-men, four
without known party affiliation, and four police officers ; Communists were
named as responsible in thirteen cases, National Socialists in eleven.”

This was associated with changes in the shape of violence. The breaking-
up of public meetings, indoor brawls and spontaneous set-tos between
political opponents continued unabated ; in election periods, when meeting
after meeting was held and representatives of all parties were regularly on
the streets, easily identifiable by their clothing or the literature they were
distributing, these forms of violence predominated. But at the same time
there developed an undercurrent of everyday brutality, a peculiar pattern
which included not only series of reciprocal attacks on taverns and
headquarters, but also less obviously formal kinds of violent confrontation,
often armed, that can be loosely described as streetfighting. This kind of
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fighting appeared to have a dynamic of its own. In June of 1930, the SA
man Ewald was ambushed in the Fischerkietz. One young Communist was
convicted of the act. But the prosecutor in the case despaired of determining
who was ultimately to blame in the tangle of allegiances that informed the
conflict in the city’s centre:

Between the followers of the KPD and of the NSDAP in the so-called ‘Fischerkietz’ ...
there rages an embittered small-scale war, in which the parties constantly insult,
threaten and attack one another, without its being possible to judge which party
should be characterized as the attacker.”

By this time, the fighting had also become focused, through and around
the taverns that were the symbol at once of neighbourhood solidarity and of
the assault on the community. While the sense of threat and disruption
generated by the SA presence was to be found in all working-class areas by
1932, the prosecutor’s records suggest a pattern of geographical con-
centration in the streetfighting. In the files for 1925 to 1928 there is no
significant variation between the numbers of incidents reported in different
districts ; the highest number of recorded KPD-NSDAP clashes in any single
district was four, in Tempelhof. Between 1929 and 1933 Friedrichshain,
Mitte, Neukélln and Kreuzberg head the list of trouble-spots, in that order.
Wedding comes seventh after Schoneberg and Tiergarten. The apparent
relative peacefulness of so politically notorious an area may reflect
variations in the character of policing or in the readiness of police and
residents to report incidents to the police. Or it may have been an actual
consequence of the relative stability of an area which, as a whole, was both
more heavily proletarian and more solidly Communist than any other ; the
district’s official historian has remarked that the Weddinger of 1933, so far
from being a National Socialist, ‘even had an extraordinary sense of
security’.”?

The way the fighting crystallized around the taverns is the most obvious
indicator of the extent to which it involved a contest for actual control of
specific institutions ; this will become clearer in Chapter 5. At the level of
individual cases, the mesh between the political fight and the mobilization
of local concerns and power structures in the context of particular social
and economic conditions is still more apparent. One illustration of thisis the
case of the murder of Horst Wessel. The case has the disadvantage of
inviting trivialization by the nature of the kind of people and incidents
involved, but it is one that is fairly well documented even in the published
literature. What makes it interesting from our point of view is that the
murder of one Nazi thug by members of a Communist squad and their
associates involved three distinct but by no means separate stories.”

At the time he was shot, in January 1930, the former student Horst
Wessel was involved in a series of disputes. First, his activities as a
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particularly brutal and provocative SA-Sturmfiihrer, much given to ‘clean-
up’ operations in the taverns around the Silesian station and in the western
end of Friedrichshain where he lived, made him generally hated by the local
Communists. Second, the prostitution of the woman he was living with had
brought him into conflict with local pimps, who had the backing of one of
the organized crime syndicates (Ringvereine) in the area. Finally, the fact
that he had a woman living with him meant that he was in trouble with his
landlady, and this was what finally led to his death. She was afraid that she
would lose her rights to the flat that she sublet to Wessel (as well as a useful
addition to her income) if his own ‘sub-tenant’ did not pay rent. She made
repeated requests to this effect, and finally demanded that Wessel’s
companion either pay rent herself or move out. She was answered with
obstinate refusal and finally with threats. Wessel’s landlady was the widow
of a Communist, and although she had been estranged from the local
Communist organization since insisting that her husband have a church
burial, it was to his old comrades that she turned for help. She sought out a
group of former RFB men who called themselves ‘Sturmabteilung Mitte’ in
their tavern. After some hesitation it was decided that this was as good an
opportunity as any to teach Wessel a lesson ; as recently as the previous day
a Communist had been shot in a fight in which Wessel was assumed to have
been involved. At their trial, these defendants claimed that their intention
had been to talk things over with Wessel and, if necessary, forcibly evict
him. At this point the third element of Wessel’s situation came into
operation. The Communists sent a messenger to a nearby tavern to ask a
local tough by the name of Ali Hohler to help them out. It is not clear
whether Hohler had any but a social relationship to the Communist
movement ; he claimed to his lawyer that he was unpolitical, and that the
others had asked his aid solely ‘because it was pretty well known that it
would take a lot to put the wind up me, and because nothing was ever
pulled off in our district without I was in it’. More important, Wessel was
known to be armed, and the Communists knew that Hohler had a gun.
Also, as Hohler rapidly discovered, he had his own dispute with Wessel,
since he was himself a pimp and Ringverein member. In the event, it was
Hohler who did the shooting.

111

The murder of Horst Wessel involved three events: the settlement of a
dispute arising within an unofficial and indeed illegal economy by means on
the whole familiar to the underworld ; the attempt to remedy a material
grievance, made acute by the structure of the housing market and the
general economic situation, by means of physical confrontation which
conventionally appeared in landlord-tenant relationships only in the
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highly qualified form of forcible evictions; and the expression of party-
political enmities through violence on a substantially new scale. To say that
streetfighting had both a social basis and a social function ‘on the ground’ is
not to deny the significance of the political movements in whose name it
was carried on. Indeed the distinction between the political movement and
the ‘social context’ is an artificial and sometimes misleading one. When
people engaged in Zusammenstoss-violence, then they did so as members of
a movement, as Nazis or as Communists. This is true, whether they acted
violently because they belonged to a movement or joined one movement in
order to answer the violence of the other - parallel developments that
characterized the KPD rank and file at this time. In either case, during the
late 1920s and early 1930s, specific political labels provided the spur to
violence and its rationale.

The ideological posture and organizational style of the National Socialists
were such as to make physical violence an acceptable and encouraged
element of party life, especially in the SA. But the participation of
Communists in the ‘battle for the streets’ was more problematic, since their
leaders and spokesmen nationally were distinctly ambivalent about
activities of this kind. The KPD leadership was not free to formulate its
policies as a simple response to events that bore directly on the rank and file
of the labour movement. The Party’s character as an organization of tens of
thousands which periodically set out to mobilize and draw in thousands
more meant that it could not remain aloof from local conditions. But the
Party defined itself as the ‘vanguard of the working class.... embodying the
most essential experiences of the entire proletarian struggle... representing
day by day the permanent, general interests of the entire class’ - a position
achieved ‘by the class-consciousness of the proletarian vanguard, by its
devotion to the revolution ... and by the correctness of its political
leadership’.”* Accordingly, the KPD operated within the framework of a
theoretical understanding of the proper means and ends of political action
asinherited from Marx and Engels, transformed by Lenin and interpreted by
the ideologues of the Comintern. And from the mid-1920s the members of
the Comintern Executive (ECCI) intervened with increasing directness to
guide the activities of the European Communist Parties.”> This made it
possible for those parties to be mobilized in the interests of the internal and
foreign policies of the Soviet leadership. More generally, it meant that the
activities of the German Party were subject to constant review and
correction by people standing outside the German situation. The many
interventions that the ECCI made in the life of the KPD between 1929 and
1933 (described in detail in Chapter 3) bespeak both a certain insensitivity
to the pressures under which rank and file and leadership alike operated
and - by the same token - a relatively sober assessment of the immediate
prospects for revolutionary action.’ This assessment was important
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because during that period all undertakings of the KPD were dominated by
the view of the Comintern analysts that Western capitalism had entered a
‘Third Period’ of development, in which it would be possible to ‘organize a
revolutionary situation’ in Germany. Although this analysis foresaw a
crisis of the kind that did in fact develop in Germanys, it initially offered very
little scope for an appreciation of the aspect of the crisis peculiar to
Germany, namely the rise of the NSDAP. Moreover, the revolutionary
policies of the ‘Third Period’ were couched primarily in terms of action
within the factories and agitation among the workers, specifically among
members of the SPD and the Free Trade Unions. This served to confirm an
orthodoxy in which the most striking peculiarity of the NSDAP, SA terror,
appeared as an anomaly. Operating outside the factories, outspokenly
independent of both state and employers and openly appealing to emotions
and illusory interests, the SA in the large cities challenged the workers to
respond in kind, with methods entirely foreign to the traditions of the labour
movement.

But by the end of 1929 it was apparent that some kind of direct response
had to be made - indeed, that the rank and file were already mobilizing for
self-defence and that the Party must take up their cause or lose them. And it
is possible to locate three areas of KPD policy in which a tactic of violent
response to Nazi terror could be accommodated. The first and most
important of these was the policy of the ‘united front from below’ with
Social Democrats ; the violence of the SA threatened both Social Democrats
and Communists, and the Party that responded most vigorously could hope
to win support from both. The second was the Party’s approval of all kinds
of violence as a solvent of ‘bourgeois legalism’ and public order and as a
training-ground for insurrectionary cadres in the proto-revolutionary
period. During the Depression Zusammenstoss-violence coincided with
spontaneous outbursts of popular anger in the form of riots and violent
demonstrations and strikes ; the KPD approved, encouraged and did its best
to organize such actions. The third, and least explicit was the ‘street politics’
pursued by the Party during the Depression. Without abandoning its
conviction of the primacy of the factories, the KPD leadership came to view
activities within the neighbourhood as legitimate. The continued ties of the
KPD to residential areas and its long-standing but rather shamefaced
practice of agitating around non-workplace concerns were mobilized and
developed so that the Communist movement more or less deliberately
adopted and legitimized anxieties and forms of action native to the working
class in its neighbourhoods, hoping to politicize them and broaden their
base. The ‘battle for the streets’ with the SA, defined by both parties as a
fight for and about the neighbourhoods, fitted directly into the ‘street
politics’ of the KPD. Indeed, the ‘street politics’, itself a direct response to the
way that conditions of mass unemployment affected the possibilities for
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working-class action, represents a direct link between the neighbourhood
structures around and through which streetfighting developed and the
Party in whose name it was carried on.

This link proved problematic as the KPD leadership began to qualify its
approval of fighting back. Once it had been accepted that the NSDAP was
the fascist mass-movement foreseen by the analysis of the “Third Period’,
then the physical fight against the SA, in KPD parlance the ‘wehrhafter
Kampf gegen den Faschismus’, became a subordinate part of a much wider
struggle against fascism. This demanded that physical violence be tempered
with political argument. In addition the aim of all forms of action in this
period was to mobilize large numbers of people and involve them
simultaneously in economic and physical action. Consequently the KPD
leadership drew a distinction between an ideal of ‘mass terror’ and
‘individual terror’, gang-style or individual acts of violence against the
Nazis, which it condemned. But each attempt to introduce a modification in
the wehrhafter Kampfmet with resistance, and by the end of 1931 sections of
the movement were in open revolt over the leadership’s attempt to suppress
‘individual terror’ once and for all. Those who revolted were the groups
most deeply involved in the wehrhafter Kampf, the Party’s youth and the
members of the antifascist defence organizations. Consideration of the ways
in which Party policy was articulated and of the attitudes and activities of
the Berlin streetfighters themselves suggests several reasons for their
discontent, and also that what appeared to be a single impulse to resistance
within the Party organization arose out of several different sets of
experience and expectation. Not least of the problems in relations between
leadership and rank and file was the different views they had of the fight.
The leadership evaluated its importance and effectiveness in the light of
national and international considerations, while individual streetfighters
saw only the immediate threat of Nazi terror. Even within the leadership,
however, there was a tension between the demands of theoretically correct
and systematic organization and the need to maintain popular agitation
and action at a constant high pitch. Expressed as a contradiction between
propaganda and reasoned policy, this made the actual position of the KPD
leadership unclear and added to the considerable difficulties of translating
the official analysis into practice. There existed a similar tension between
the policy of the Party’s political leadership and the attitudes purveyed and
encouraged within the Communist defence organizations, operating with
their own martial traditions and under conditions of extreme police
repression. In practice, moreover, any policy that depended, like the policy
of mass terror, on the use of economic power, was bound to be undermined
by the economic weakness of the working class in the Depression.

Finally, however, it was the character of the wehrhafter Kampf as a fight in
and for the neighbourhood that reinforced ‘individual terror’ in Berlin.
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Among the streetfighting rank and file, some, especially older militants
show signs of being motivated by ideas about the revolutionary fight
against fascisn and images of national political developments absorbed
from KPD arguments and propaganda. But the young workers who bore the
brunt of the fighting, while they may well have yearned for a revolution as
the only solution to intolerable circumstances, appear to have seen the fight
against fascism almost entirely in terms of answering the threat that the SA
posed to their freedom of movement and way of life. Their social attitudes
and organizational life are characterized by the coexistence of party-
political codes with practices and interests inherent in the culture of the
neighbourhood. Among these was the practice of physical violence by
organized gangs in defence of territory, whose utility the KPD acknow-
ledged by attempting to recruit from the Berlin youth gangs or cliques.
Similarly, the analysis of the biographies of a group of streetfighters shows
them to have been people with particularly strong local ties who would
have responded to the KPD’s neighbourhood-based agitation ;: overwhelm-
ingly young, living in crowded households in the areas where they were
born, belonging to trades which suffered disproportionately from long- and
short-term cycles of unemployment or which were highly localized or
which had a culture of physical strength and violence, and subject in their
daily lives to the intrusions of the police and other public agencies.

The question, ‘why do members of a party resist the policies of their
leaders?” may seem a nonsense to anyone who has studied political
movements, since it rests on an idea of absolute obedience that evaporates
as soon as it is examined. But just such assumptions have informed the
historiography of German (and international) Communism, and this
reflects the fact that an ideal of rigid party discipline was central to the
KPD’s own self-image. The testimony of Party veterans indicates that for
many militants the breaking of discipline, when not unthinkable, was a
difficult and painful step taken only as a last resort”- although one of the
conclusions of this work must be that at certain times and in certain places,
in the absence of democratic structures for the expression of internal
dissent, the room for negotiation between leadership and rank and file was
considerable. To examine the lines along which Party unity fractured is
thus to elucidate a series of contradictions specific to the KPD. But while
their consequences were particularly dramatic in the context of the Party’s
self-image, the ambiguities of the Communist movement were not so
different from those inherent in any political movement. And the social
conditions that exacerbated the contradictions affected a much greater
section of the working class than ever belonged to the KPD.
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The Party, the neighbourhood and
the uses of violence in the
“Third Period’

In order to understand the context in which one form of violent action arose
among Communists, it is necessary to consider the place that violence of
any kind had in the official tactics of their party. Violent action against the
Nazis was one of a series of agitational methods being propagated in this
period, ranging from public demonstrations to various forms of direct,
extra-legal self-help, all characterized by the exercise of physical force. In
this chapter some of those methods will be described and their functions
examined. There are several ways in which an analysis of this kind might be
approached: in terms of the tactical prescriptions of the Communist
leadership, of the general economic and social conditions of political
activity, or of the character of the KPD’s constituency. A combination of
these approaches makes it possible to see the Party’s violent agitation as the
product of a specific conjuncture of social and political circumstances. The
exercise of physical force, as a form of the street-politics being pursued by
the KPD, appears as a characteristic function of the relationship between
the Party and the working-class neighbourhoods that were so much a focus
of the fight between Communists and Nazis.

The association of the KPD with certain residential areas had a firm basis
in reality, not only in terms of electoral support but also in patterns of
association and the structure of daily life. Initially a legacy of pre-war Social
Democracy, the existence of neighbourhood ‘strongholds’ by the 1930s
reflects the increasing isolation of the Communist Party from the majority of
organized labour and from the factories which the Party regarded as the
primary sites of class struggle. This was in turn the result of an interaction
between two historical facts. The first was the KPD’s innate tendency to
define itself in opposition to the SPD, the party of the majority.! Secondly,
the rationalization of major industries during the mid-1920s, which
transformed patterns of employment, of labour mobility, relations between
employers and workers and between different sections of the working class
and introduced the German labour force to the effects of chronic
unemployment on a large scale, contributed both to a hardening of the
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fronts between Social Democracy and Communism and to the power of
trade-union bureaucracy and employers alike to enforce sanctions against
radicals. The material difficulties that faced known Communists who tried
to accomplish anything from within the labour movement or inside the
factories were reflected in the disproportionate numbers of unemployed in
the KPD and a high rate of membership-fluctuation. Repeated campaigns
for the ‘Bolshevization’ of the Party from 1924 on never succeeded in their
aim of shifting the centre of gravity of Party organization from the street-cell
to the factory-cell.z Meanwhile, the KPD encouraged the consolidation of a
‘party culture’, closely intertwined with the everyday life of the
neighbourhood, through its mass organizations which appealed to people
on the basis of common interests outside the work-place.3

But real though they were, the ‘party culture’ and the neighbourhood
‘stronghold’ were neither comprehensive nor unambiguous in their
political value for the Party. It is clear that the Party’s sphere of influence
never extended to all the members of a working-class community, still less
to all the residents of a neighbourhood. More generally, as the rate of
fluctuation suggests, the KPD even at the best of times had difficulty in
retaining a dependable following - whether drawn from the working class
or from other sections of the population - outside a relatively limited group
of the existentially committed. At the same time, those whose allegiance
was a question of long-term commitment or way of life tended to weigh the
Party down at its centre. It was in the Communist strongholds that it was
possible to be a Communist without following the Party line, precisely
because being a Communist meant more than adopting the current policy
as one’s own. And the ‘party culture’ had to compete constantly with the
elements of other local traditions and concerns. The Party’s problem was
always to overcome the inertia at the centre - in a sense to politicize its own
membership - while at the same time giving some stability to the fringes.

After 1928, these problems and contradictions were thrown into relief by
the Party’s conviction that a revolutionary crisis was approaching. This
dictated a new phase of expansion, of opening-out, for the KPD. It gave
special urgency to the establishment of a right relationship with social
groups outside the Party - the ‘masses’ - at the same time as it set the Party
the technical task of preparing cadres and masses alike for the final struggle.

I

The foundation for Communist tactics in the years leading up to 1933 was
provided by the decisions of the Sixth Congress of the Communist
International, which met in Moscow from July to September 1928. The
function of the Congress was to ratify and systematize a change in
Comintern policy which had already taken place : the adoption of an ‘ultra-
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left’ tactic aimed at discrediting and undermining Social Democracy. The
tactic which required that the Communist Parties direct their front-line
attacks against the Social Democrats in their own countries was originally
formulated for use in the French election campaign in 1928. It was already
apparent in embryonic form in the discussions and resolutions of the Ninth
Plenum of the Comintern Executive Committee (ECCI) in February of that
year.*

Such a sharp turn in policy was required by the situation in Moscow : for
his own intra-party struggles, Stalln needed a new line as a measure of
orthodoxy and a means by which to range the Comintern and national
Communist Parties behind himself. During the year 1928 it also became
clear that the weakening of Social Democracy was the key to preventing the
rapprochement between France and Germany from which the Soviet Union
had everything to fear. The revolutionary analysis produced by the Sixth
Congress was thus to some extent a rationale for a policy which in the first
instance had nothing to do with revolution, but the logic of the
revolutionary perspective was consistently maintained in theoretical and
policy debates.’

The new analysis was contained in the theses on ‘The International
Situation and the Tasks of the Communist International’ proposed by
Bukharin and approved by the Congress.® At its centre lay the observation
that post-war world capitalism had entered into a ‘Third Period’ of
development. The first period of revolutionary activity in Russia and Europe
had ended with the failure of the German revolution of 1923. It had been
followed by the period of relative stabilization of capitalism, in which the
struggles carried on by the working class were primarily defensive in
nature. In the ‘Third Period’, continued expansion of the capitalist
economies would serve to accelerate the development of the inherent
contradictions of the system. Markets would shrink as production rose, and
this would give rise to colonial conflicts, to wars among the imperialist
powers and between them and the Soviet Union. To the effects of continuing
rationalization in industry on the workforce would be added the pressures of
war-production and mobilization ; the result would be intensified class
conflict. Moreover, the concentration of industry and the centralizing of
finance would make the coalescence of government and capital - the class
nature of the bourgeois state - all the more apparent. In consequence,
economic conflicts would tend to assume a political character, while at the
same time parliamentary democracy would suffer a crisis of identity and a
loss of its ability to maintain itself by traditional methods. The apparent
prosperity and continuing stability of the capitalist system (which led even
some delegates to the Congress to question the actuality of a new stage of
development)’ must in the foreseeable future ‘lead inevitably to the most
severe intensification of the general capitalist crisis’.
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The bourgeoisie could not be expected to remain inactive in the face of the
crisis. Among the methods which it would use to retain its positions of
power the Comintern theses isolated two: the coopting of the Social
Democrats into the political power structure and the institution of a fascist
régime. The Comintern theoreticians argued that a fusion of these two
processes could be expected to occur, under the rubric ‘social fascism’. This
concept had been current within international communism since the early
twenties ; it reflected the conviction that Social Democracy’s historical réle
was the betrayal of the revolution and was available for mobilization
whenever that conviction had to be conveyed to the masses.® As introduced
at the Sixth Congress and elaborated in the discussions of the following
year, the term ‘social fascism’ was to be a source of confusion and error
within the KPD during the ‘Third Period’. This is not the place to discuss its
implications in detail. But the Communists’ view of the prospects for world
revolution created by the approaching crisis and of the strategy needed if the
Party was to take advantage of them must be understood against the
background of the Comintern analysis of Social Democracy, fascism, and
the relations between them.

In the discussions at the Sixth Congress and in the documents adopted
there the term “fascism’ was used to mean both a type of bourgeois régime
and a political movement. The ‘process of fascization’ was the term used to
sum up the gradual concentration of economic and political power and the
resulting transformation of bourgeois democracy into an openly
reactionary dictatorship. Such a dictatorship could become truly fascist,
given certain historical conditions:

instability of capitalist relationships; the presence in large numbers of socially
declassed elements; the impoverishment of broad strata of the urban petty
bourgeoisie and the intelligentsia ; discontent among the rural petty bourgeoisie ;
finally the constant threat of proletarian mass action.

These are the words of the new Programme adopted by the Congress. It goes
on to detail the content of fascist demagogy and culminates in the
characterization of fascism as a ‘method of directly exercising the bourgeois
dictatorship’ which creates a ‘hierarchy of fascist fighting squads, a fascist
party machine, and a fascist bureaucracy’.?

The theses, having an immediate and tactical rather than a long-range
programmatic purpose, take a slightly different line. There, fascism appears
as a reactionary mass movement, created by the bourgeoisie through
exploitation of the discontent of the petty bourgeoisie ‘and even of certain
strata of declassed proletarians’. Its function is ‘to bar the road to
revolution’ and ‘to win power’ by the use of force against workers’ and
peasants’ organizations.

As presented at the Sixth congress, the concept of ‘social fascism’ was
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essentially a rhetorical figure, an oxymoron calculated to point up the
threat from the Social Democrats. The Comintern theses treated fascism and
the coopting of the Social Democrats as alternative strategies for the
embattled bourgeoisie, and adduced concrete examples for the latter and
the dangers it posed for the working class : the deliberate embourgeoisement
of the trade-union bureaucracy, the readiness of Social Democrats in
government to avail themselves of the existing instruments of repression,
and their resolute support of anti-Soviet foreign policies.

The discussions at the Congress did not go very far beyond this - the
sense that the old rivalry between Communism and Social Democracy was
reaching a critical point as ‘Reformism’ pursued its own traitorous
tradition. Any broader theoretical implications of this were treated gingerly
by the Comintern analysts. Bukharin himself warned: ‘To throw Social
Democracy and fascism into one pot ... would be both analytically and
tactically wrong.”'® When ‘social fascism’ as such was discussed, it was
already evident at the congress that the theory in its most rigorous form
embodied an arbitrary assimilation of the image of the Social Democrats to
the party-régime schema current in the discussion of fascism. It was
suggested that the process of absorption of the Social Democratic leadership
into a reactionary government must be accompanied by fundamental
changes within the socialist parties themselves, corresponding to the
development of a fascist party in the process of fascization.

‘Social fascism’ thus appears as a propaganda formula with little
theoretical foundation. But it gained force as both theory and epithet
precisely in those situations where Communists already had long-standing
material reasons to distrust Social Democracy. This was true in Germany,
where, against a background of years of mutual recrimination and sense of
betrayal, all the conditions laid down by the Comintern theses seemed to be
fulfilled. The elections of 1928 had produced a cabinet led by the Social
Democrat Hermann Miiller. The new chancellor’s own negative attitude to
the Soviet Union made him especially susceptible to the pressure for a hard
line against the Soviets which was coming from his own party.!! The new
SPD Minister of the Interior, Carl Severing, was a familiar adversary of the
Communists ; as Commissar for the Rhenish-Westphalian industrial district
in 1919 and 1920 and a Prussian Interior Minister in 1921 and 1923 he
had been instrumental in frustrating each attempt to turn discontent into
insurrection during the critical years of the Republic.?

Since 1925 Prussia had been governed by a coalition under Social
Democratic Minister-President Otto Braun. Braun himself was outspoken in
his anti-Communism, as was his Interior Minister - from November 1930
Police-Chief in Berlin - Albert Grzesinski. Throughout 1928 relations
between the KPD and the Prussian authorities were strained. The air was
thick with plans for the suppression of radical political and paramilitary
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organizations, which the Communists interpreted as camouflage for a
judicial assault on the KPD and the RFB. On 26 May, a clash between RFB
marchers and police in Berlin left one person dead and four others suffering
from gunshot wounds. Only the pressure of time prevented the police from
prohibiting the annual RFB congress, scheduled for the next day.!?

By the middle of the next year, the prophecies of the Comintern had
begun to fulfil themselves, as the newly aggressive posture of the
Communists provoked sharp reactions from their opponents. During the
second half of 1928, fights between opposing paramilitary organizations
cost four lives. On 13 December, the Social Democratic Police-Chief of
Berlin, Zorgiebel, issued a ban on open-air demonstrations in the city, and
in March the prohibition was extended to the whole of Prussia. The ban was
still in force on 1 May, the day on which Berlin’s workers traditionally took
to the streets in mass meetings and processions. The Communists had no
choice but to challenge it, although there were anxieties within the Party
leadership about the KPD’s capacity to carry out such a large-scale
mobilization. Pressure from the locals appears to have outweighed initial
doubts about the wisdom of illegal demonstrations. While the Social
Democrats organized their celebrations in closed halls, the KPD publicly
called the workers on to the streets. It appealed to them to organize peaceful
demonstrations but to be prepared to strike on 2 May ‘if Zorgiebel dares to
spill workers’ blood’.14

The events of 1 May 1929 have to be seen as a decisive moment in the
experience of the Berlin working class as well as of the KPD. The Communist
policy of raising practical challenges to the system was nearly as much an
accepted and familiar feature of the political scene as the tradition of May
Day itself. In spite of the rhetoric of bloodshed used by both KPD and official
police spokesmen, before the event, few people can have anticipated the
violence of the police response. On the day itself, demonstrating groups
were confronted by specially drafted riot-police who used baton charges and
pistol shots to break them up. As the legal indoor meetings began to break
up towards evening and the numbers of people on the streets grew, there
developed running battles between police and crowds all over the city.
Dozens of people were arrested simply because they found themselves on the
wrong side of a police line or as they attempted to flee a charge; in the
aftermath there were numerous complaints of people having been beaten in
police vans and at the station-houses to which they were taken. The more
significant development, however, came in the following days when whole
districts of working-class Berlin were effectively placed under martial law.
The area around the Kosliner Strasse and the section of Neukélln around
the Hermannstrasse, where the police had encountered barricades and,
they believed, sniping on the night of 1 May, were sealed off by police
cordon for three days. During that period the police employed carbines,
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personnel-carriers and armoured cars, directing their fire sometimes at the
housefronts, to subdue the areas and ‘capture’ the barricades repeatedly
constructed to hinder their progress. On 3 and 4 May whole streets of
apartment blocks in the sealed-off areas were searched and arrests made on
a large scale.!s

Among those caught off guard by the events was the KPD leadership
itself. The rapidity and fierceness of popular response to the police generated
dismayed surprise. Even before 1 May there had been tensions between the
Central Committee and rank-and-file representatives over the leadership’s
refusal to permit the issue of guns to the demonstrators. As the fighting
developed the Party central was in danger of losing contact with local
branches of the RFB; provoked and isolated, these were determined, not
without some encouragement from the Party locals, to carry on the fight to
a successful conclusion. There were demands for more guns, and the efforts
of the Party to call off the action evoked anger and bitterness.®

The KPD leadership asserted publicly that it had never lost control of its
membership ; even within Party circles it was said that what sniping there
was had come from non-Communist elements.!” Moreover, there were
grounds for optimism in other aspects of the popular reaction to the events.
On 2 May, the Party issued its strike call, invoking the horrors of the
fighting in lurid terms. The response was by no means overwhelming, given
the size of the Party and the gravity of the events, but the KPD chose to see it
as an encouraging sign : it was claimed that 25,000 had struck in Berlin on
2, 3 and 4 May, and that another 50,000 had walked out in sympathy in
other Communist centres throughout the country. In Berlin, the strike
movement ‘had a real mass-character among the construction workers,
pipefitters, shoemakers and tobacco workers’.'® But there was no denying
the dreadful consequences of the fighting itself. Over thirty people were
killed, none of them police officers, all but one (who was hit by a speeding
police van) by police bullets. Nearly two hundred were wounded. Some
1200 were arrested ; forty-four of those were imprisoned, of whom five
belonged to the RFB. Die Rote Fahne and the Party’s provincial press were
banned for several weeks. A decree of 3 May by the Prussian Interior
Ministry officially ordered the dissolution of the RFB. By the fifteenth, the
RFB and its youth arm, the Rote Jungfront (R]), were illegal in all parts of
Germany.!®

When the Twelfth Party Congress of the KPD met a little over a month
later in a hall a few blocks from the scene of the fighting, its deliberations
were dominated by the memory of the barricades. The resolution adopted
by the congress called the events of May ‘a turning-point in political
developments in Germany ... The preconditions are appearing for the
approach of an immediately revolutionary situation, with the development
of which the armed uprising must inevitably step onto the agenda.’?° At the
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same time, the confrontation between Social Democratic police and
Communist workers was ‘a necessary result of the whole previous
development’, a confirmation of the ultra-left tactic. Since the period
between the Moscow and Berlin Congresses had also seen a bitter fight
within the KPD leadership, ending with the expulsion of the Party’s right
wing, there was little opposition raised at the KPD assembly to a vigorous
restatement of the ‘social fascism’ thesis: ‘Social Democracy is preparing,
as an active and organizing force, the establishment of the fascist
dictatorship.’?! At the Tenth Plenum of the ECCI a month later, the theory
in its complete form was established for the international Communist
movement.??

The first consequence of the Berlin events for the Party was thus to
confirm the political analysis of the “Third Period’. Before considering the
further consequences we must return to considering the tactics implied by
that analysis. As a sign of the crisis of capitalism, the fascization going
forward on all sides represented a promise as well as a threat. If the
Communists were to take advantage of the crisis and transform it into a
revolutionary situation, they must not only fight the fascists and the social
fascists, but also look to replace them as an ‘active and organizing force’ in
the politicization of the masses. Counterrevolutionary movements which
throve on mass discontent and the insecurity of the holders of power
pointed the way for a revolutionary strategy of simultaneously broadening
and toughening the Communist Party.

The Sixth Congress had been devoted primarily to presenting an analysis
of the situation and fixing the broad outlines of Communist strategy. The
Tenth Plenum took up the work of elaborating concrete tactics in the light
of a perceived ‘increase in the elements of a revolutionary upswing’ since
the congress. At the centre of the discussions stood Manuilski’s speech on
‘the problem, of the greatest importance in the third period, of how the
decisive mass-element [ausschlaggebende Massivelement] of the working class
can be brought closer to its vanguard, and how this vanguard can be
broadened, towards the victorious struggle for the proletarian
dictatorship’.?* Manuilski also spoke of the ‘question of the conquest of the
majority of the working class’, and thereby directed attention to the new
offensive against the majority party.

The means by which the Communists aimed to win the leadership of the
working class was the creation of a ‘united front from below’. This meant
separating the Social Democratic and trade union rank and file from its
traditional leaders. One aspect of this was a concerted campaign of exposing
the corruption of the reformist leadership through propaganda and action.
The other was the recruitment of disillusioned Social Democrats to the
Communist cause.

The pursuit of the united front from below involved not only intensified
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application of traditional organizational techniques, but also a positive
change in tactics. The Party itself had to provide an alternative leadership. It
must prove its claim to be the only party of the working class by taking the
initiative in organizing the conflicts of the pre-revolutionary period: “The
working masses must be able to convince themselves, on the basis of deeds,
that the Communist Party is not a fire-proof safe for the accumulation of
influence, or a bank-book in which they can deposit their revolutionary
energies until the final decisive battle.’?* The difference between the tactics
of the second period and those of the third was the difference between
agitation and propaganda, on the one hand, and the ‘independent
leadership of struggles’ on the other. The most important of these struggles
were to be the industrial ones, since they had the greatest bearing both on
the interests of the workers and on the stability of the capitalist system. The
‘preparation, setting in motion, and carrying through of economic
struggles, even against the will of the Reformists’ was the first major task to
which the KPD applied itself after the Sixth Congress.2*

Industrial workers were not the only section of the population on which
the Communist party set its sights in the ‘Third Period’. The need to
organize the broad middle strata, along with the unorganized sections of the
working class, also became acute in the crisis. The Twelfth Party Congress
of the KPD resolved:

The Party must forge the alliance of the revolutionary proletariat with all labouring
people [Werktitigen] with renewed vigour and firmly anchor the hegemony of the
proletariat within this alliance. Failure to fulfil this task would mean turning over

broad masses of the urban petty bourgeoisie and the poor peasantry to Reformism
and fascism. 26

Strikes as such had little relevance to the situation of these people; the
Party pledged itself to articulating their special needs, and to enforcing their
demands through popular action outside the factory. By combining strikes
and popular action, the Party could achieve a new alignment of class forces.
And if the workers and other ‘labouring masses’ were to see their causes as
a single revolutionary struggle, the two forms of activity must be tightly
coordinated on every occasion.

The ‘indivisible connection’ of strikes with street demonstrations and
mass-meetings became a central tenet of Communist tactics. Organized
support outside the factory meant that the strike was sustained and that its
impact was widened. It contributed to the politicization of strikes, visibly
underlining the propaganda efforts of the Communists to join the
immediate demands of the strikers to wider political slogans. At the same
time, the strike itself was regarded as the most effective form of mass action
in support of purely political, or non-industrial demands ; the converse of
politicizing each economic conflict was the organization of industrial action
as the climax of every political campaign. All roads led to the political strike :
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‘We must understand that the decisive weapon of the working class today is
not the political demonstration, but the political mass-strike, which alone
(through consciousness of the gravity of the cause and of the sacrifices made
for it) turns a demonstration into a real mass action.’?’

Strikes and mass demonstrations were mutual guarantees of short-term
success ; in combination, they were the means to the long-range victory of
the revolution. The Comintern Programme established a hierarchy of
‘strikes, strikes combined with demonstrations, strikes combined with
armed demonstrations, and finally the general strike combined with armed
insurrection’. By the time the Tenth Plenum met, the mass-strike had
moved to the centre of tactical discussion. This was largely the result of the
events of May 1929. ‘This most powerful action since 1923’, Manuilski
said, had ‘put the question of the political mass-strike on the agenda as the
proletariat’s most important weapon in the present stage of the labour
movement’.?®

I

There was a whole series of lessons to be learnt from the Berlin events. The
feasibility of the political mass-strike was the most important of these. But
the unexpected vehemence with which the residents of Wedding and
Neukolln reacted to the actions of the police also stimulated discussion of
the form and function of demonstrations as such. The article which
summarized the conclusions of the Tenth Plenum regarding the mass strike
ended with an analysis of the importance of the ‘battle for the streets’ in a
period when ‘the masses learn propaganda and agitation primarily on the
streets’.?® And May Day 1929 had shown the conditions under which this
battle would have to be carried on. In the context of the Party’s
deliberations on the problem of repression and legality, the demonstration
took on an importance of its own as a tactical instrument.

The doctrine of the “Third Period’ held out the prospect of direct reprisals
against the Communist parties and their auxiliary bodies as well as of
continuous encroachments on the workers’ freedom. After the events of
May 1929, Hermann Remmele wrote: ‘The prohibition of our party, the
theft of party property, the suppression of the party’s press and literature
can... be expected shortly ... The persecutions will be more terrible and more
insidious than ever before.’?® It would be four years before the German
Communists would have to face the concentration camps, courts martial,
and firing squads predicted by another Comintern publicist.3! But in the last
years of the Weimar Republic, political activity was already encumbered by
repeated local, provincial and national prohibitions on public gatherings
and by bans on various radical publications and organizations. Aimed in
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principle at extremists of both right and left, these measures were applied
with greater consistency and regularity to the Communists, as anti-
subversive legislation had been throughout the Republic’s history.32 In the
three months following the issuance of an Emergency Decree for
Combating Political Excesses in 1931, there were 3418 cases of police
action or prosecution against political organizations, their meetings,
marches and literature under its provisions; 2027 of these cases involved
action against the KPD itself, not including its auxiliary organizations. In
the eyes of the Comintern, the German party in 1930 was already only
‘semi-legal’. 33

Questions of legality and illegality were thus a major preoccupation of the
Communists from 1929 on. These questions were fundamental to the
survival of the Party and the success of the revolution, and their solution
was not simple: how was the Party to avoid being driven underground
without abandoning its revolutionary activities, how to carry on those
activities without provoking all-out reprisals? For the Party itself, the
tacticians’ answer was a characteristically paradoxical one, demanding a
high degree of discipline and technical sophistication from the Party
machine and putting at risk the relationship between party and masses. The
Party must prepare to operate underground if necessary, by tightening up
its organization and establishing special structures able to function
conspiratorially - an illegal ‘Apparat’. The methods of illegal work should
be practised and perfected at every opportunity, even while the Party itself
was still officially tolerated. Meanwhile, the Party must establish itself and
its influence so firmly among the masses as to frustrate any ban. And, of
course, it must mount popular agitation against any and all repressive
legislation.3*

Important as were their implications for the way the Party operated,
these were essentially precautionary measures. The long-range strategy of
the Communists proposed another, more drastic answer to repression: to
provoke it, to defy it, and in the process to forge a revolutionary mass-
movement. ‘The slogan of the day is: construction of an illegal Apparat, but
by no means becoming submerged in illegality. The slogan of the day
is-not “‘exploitation of all the legal opportunities’’, but development of the
mass struggle of the proletariat to burst the bounds of police and trade-
union legality.’35

Seen in these terms, the function of popular action in the ‘Third Period’
went beyond the simple manifestation of opinion or even the enforcement of
concrete demands. Every action organized by the Communists was seen as a
blow to the system, and in this character each action was designed to
instruct and engage its participants. The achievement of the stated aims of
any individual strike or demonstration was of material importance, both to
the prestige of the Party and to the welfare of the workers, and the Party
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celebrated its tactical victories as such. But in the light of history, it was the
action itself that counted. The men of the ‘Third Period’ saw signs in the
events of 1928-9 that the masses were ready to fight on just those terms.
‘Hart gegen hart’, said Kuusinen at the Tenth Plenum, ‘that is the mood of
the broad working masses. Any partial defeats in this period no longer
evoke depression, even serious setbacks can be more easily borne than cases
of capitulation without a fight.’3¢

Direct defiance of the legality of the established order was thus important
for its impact on those who did the defying as well as for its debilitating
effects on the system. For a trade-unionist, to break through ‘trade-union
legality’ in an unofficial strike, even a non-violent one, was to be radically
divided from one’s traditional allegiances and prejudices. The action in
which people were led into direct confrontation with the forces of the state
had the same effect on a ‘higher’ level ; it was a purely political act. The ideal
remained a combined assault on both levels. At the meeting of the ECCI
Presidium in February 1930 Manuilski welcomed the fact that strikes were
more and more often accompanied by ‘street demonstrations, clashes with
the police, with the constabulary, with the military, with strike-breakers,
with social fascist spies’.3”

But even when closely associated with a strike, the show of force was a
distinct type of event, and one of the lessons of May 1929 was that a
demonstration which exposed the brutality of the state could itself be the
basis for a strike movement. In the view of the KPD, it had been the
achievement of the Party in those days to overcome its own legalism, to the
extent of openly organizing and carrying out demonstrations in defiance of
the police ban. The violent form the demonstrations took represented a
breakthrough on the part of the masses. They had taken up the challenge of
a direct battle with the state itself.3® The fight against the police was of the
essence of armed insurrection. Every demonstration was an exercise for the
coming military struggle and a lesson in the civil-war character of the
existing political order.

The discussion of how demonstrations should be organized so as to gain
the maximum agitational profit from the political situation at the minimum
organizational cost tended to detach itself from the broader strategic
argument. The demonstration was studied as a weapon in its own right,
aimed directly at the system. In April 1931, the illegal KPD journal Oktober
compared the various forms of public demonstration with the successive
stages of insurrection - from the already obsolete legal mass-action,
through demonstrations ‘in which one has to reckon right from the start
with some kind of incident’, to the final armed march on the centres of
power.3 As District Leader of Berlin, Walter Ulbricht in mid-1931 initiated
a programme of ‘blitz> demonstrations: small groups of demonstrators
would appear without warning, prepared to dissolve and regroup just as
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suddenly if approached by the police. Their purpose was both to frustrate
any ban and to confuse and exhaust the police.*°

The problems encountered by the demonstrators in Berlin in May 1929
underlined the need for dependable groups of stewards to manage, protect,
and give point to large demonstrations. The need was recognized by the
Party and built into the functions of the Communist paramilitary
organizations. The question of whether these cadres would be armed, also
raised by the events of May, remained a difficult one. As the leadership had
made clear in those days, armed demonstrations as such were rejected in
principle, as long as no ‘acutely revolutionary situation’ existed. But the
sentiment in favour of carrying and, if necessary, using weapons was
strong ; by the end of 1932 the view that demonstrations could no longer be
carried out unless they were armed was widespread.4! The use of guns did
come to be approved conditionally, at least at the local level ;in 1931 armed
squads were a feature of several Communist demonstrations in Berlin.*?

Finally, the calculated risk of confrontation was elaborated into an
extended discussion of popular tactics against the police. This was touched
off by the 1929 experience ; at the Tenth Plenum, Ulbricht spoke of the
workers’ growing ‘consciousness ... that the police, in spite of their
armoured cars, are not invincible’.*3 It was carried further in the context of
the Party’s technical preparations for insurrection. Such preparations were
implied by the anticipation of a revolutionary situation, and the Party
issued an explicit call for the ‘all-around preparation for armed
insurrection’ in the light of the military-political experience of May 1929.4

The evaluation of those experiences and their integration into a
programme for armed revolt was the business of the Party’s ‘illegal’
organization of military experts. The M[ilitary]-Apparat was founded as
part of an extensive illegal organization after the Second Comintern
Congress in late 1920. It was expanded, with technical assistance from the
USSR, during the insurrectionary activities of 1923. After the collapse of
the revolutionary effort in 1923, the illegal Apparat was severely cut back.
In 1928-9 Hans Kippenberger took over, and the name of the M-Apparat
was changed to A[nti]-M[ilitary}-Apparat.** In the literature of the Apparat
discussion of the methods of self-defence against police terror was
assimilated to the systematic propagation of the techniques of street-
fighting, in language that made the authorities take notice. The 1931 re-
issue of one of the Comintern’s handbooks for revolutionaries, revised for
distribution in Germany, cited:

‘Knives, brass knuckles, oil-soaked rags’, axes, bricks, boiling water to pour on the
police-beasts raging in the streets of the workers’ quarters, simple hand-grenades
made of dynamite, to emphasize only the most primitive of the infinite and
ubiquitous possibilities for arming the proletariat.*s
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But even the theoretical organ of the Party itself reported with satis-
faction the construction of barricades, and the use of pepper, bricks,
bottles and firearms against the police during the Ruhr strike in January
19314

The tendency of all these discussions was to subvert the original purpose
of the demonstration as a means for leading the masses into a functional
confrontation with the system. As the ‘blitz> demonstrations suggest,
emphasis came to be placed on mobility, technical preparation, and the
effect on the ‘enemy’ rather than on mobilizing large numbers. At the same
time, the danger of an inappropriate and premature explosion of
bloodletting was heightened as the Party slid into a futile arms race with the
police. Both of these processes were implicit in the insurrectionary posture
of the Party in the ‘Third Period’. They were dictated by the logic of the
terms in which the question of organizing demonstrations was phrased. The
more important the demonstration became in the Party’s tactical arsenal,
the more often it was used, the sharper and more frequent the repressive
response, the stronger became the arguments for tight organization and the
precautionary distribution of firearms. But there is also an element here of
despair of organizing the masses. To understand why demonstrations
themselves, and, in a broader sense, the show and exercise of physical force
took on the tactical importance that they did, we need to consider not only
the fundamental problems of Communist strategy and organization and
their formal application to the Communists’ aims in the ‘Third Period’, but
also the conditions in which they were applied. The “Third Period’ brought a
change for the masses as well as for the Party.

m

The collapse of the New York Stock Exchange in October 1929 ushered in
the worst economic crisis in the history of the industrial West. Since the
First World War Germany’s economy had been peculiarly sensitive to
international economic fluctuations, as a result of heavy foreign
indebtedness and reliance on trade, and Germany was among the countries
to suffer the worst effects of the catastrophe. Successive shocks to
agriculture, industry and the banks, and the measures which the
government took in response to them, had serious consequences for the
standard and style of life of the German worker.*® Millions were removed
from the process of production ; millions more suffered loss of income, status
and security.

The overwhelming social fact of these years was mass unemployment. In
1929, some thirteen per cent of trade union members were unemployed ; by
1931, the trade unions were reporting over one-third out of work, and in
1932 the figure rose to 43.7 per cent. In continuation of a practice which
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had plagued labour conditions throughout the twenties, nearly as high a
proportion of organized workers still employed in major industries was
working short-time in 1932. The number of registered unemployed in
Germany rose from under two million (already a considerable figure by
comparison with other countries) in 1929, to over three million in 1930, to
four and one-half million in 1931, and peaked at six million or something
over thirty per cent of the working population in February-March 1932.4°
To the numbers of unemployed known to the authorities must be added the
proportion of ‘invisible’ unemployed. According to one reckoning, the size
of this group increased from 242,000 in 1929 to over two million, or one-
fourth of the total number of people out of work, in 1932.5° Every year,
more and more were lost to the official statistics through the combined
workings of unrelieved economic contraction and the three-tiered system of
unemployment insurance and public welfare.

The structure of the welfare system made it possible to trace the
development of long-term unemployment statistically. A worker who lost
his job could claim assistance from the state unemployment insurance
scheme (Arbeitslosenunterstiitzung) for twenty-six weeks, provided he had
been in work long enough to be eligible. Having exhausted his entitlement
there (or if he had not been eligible in the first place), he could go on to claim
crisis-support (Krisenunterstiitzung) at a lower rate, for a longer period. Once
this was exhausted, the unemployed became the responsibility of the
municipality ; themselves suffering severe financial strains, the towns and
cities provided support according to their ability and discretion.*! Beyond
this stage there was no reason for the worker to make his presence known to
the authorities ; he had nothing to gain by visiting the labour exchange,
since there were no jobs to be had and the welfare payments which were
conditional on his attendance had stopped long since.

While official figures cannot reveal how many people belonged to the
invisible unemployed they can suggest the rate at which that group was
growing. In Berlin between January 1931, when the number of registered
unemployed stood at 465,880, and December 1932, when
636,298 - thirty-two per cent of the city’s work force - were officially out
of work, the proportion receiving unemployment insurance fell from 39.6
per cent to 12.5 per cent. During the same period, the number of heads of
households dependent on municipal welfare benefits rose to include more
than half of all the unemployed. In the country as a whole, at the end of
1932 over a million of the registered unemployed themselves had
exhausted their claim to public support.3?

The system itself was so administered as to speed up this process. The
effects of long-term unemployment were reinforced by repeated restrictions
on eligibility, whose broadly social consequences - quite apart from the fact
of financial hardship itself - appear most dramatically in the situation of
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young workers. Under the provisions of the Briining government’s Second
Emergency Decree of 1931, the age at which a worker could begin receiving
direct benefits while living with his parents was raised from sixteen to
twenty-one.>* School-leavers and young workers were already over-
represented among the unemployed, since their inexperience made them
the last to be hired and the first to be fired. In Berlin, young people under
thirty, who were twenty-nine per cent of the 1933 adult population,
represented forty-three per cent of those receiving state unemployment and
crisis-support benefits in January 1931.5 They were in any case less likely
to be eligible for benefits on the basis of previous work experience and
contributions to the insurance scheme. The new decree gave the youngest
of them a choice of leaving the welfare rolls (except as dependents) or
leaving home - or both. Young people swelled the ranks of the invisible
unemployed, and the plight of homeless or vagrant youth became a focus of
public concern.

But the unemployment and welfare figures reflect two wider social
processes going on within the population at large. One of these was the
withdrawal of a whole section of the population to the margins of society.
For increasing numbers of Germans, unemployment brought gradual but
important changes in the daily routine. One after another, the institutions
which had traditionally provided workers with an identity, a common
interest and a basis for collective action lost their relevance; the labour
exchange succeeded the factory, the welfare bureau the labour exchange.
The sociologist Theodor Geiger argued that even before the crash, chronic
unemployment had begun to create a new class in Germany, one
characterized by its lack of relation to the process of production. He
described the unemployed as ‘socio-politically without location’.3* Another
observer, Bruno N. Haken, saw them more vividly as a nation within a
nation and pictured the labour exchanges and welfare bureaux as a last
‘link between one people and another’.*® To lose one’s entitlement to aid
was to lose all reason for contact with the economic and social mainstream
and to be thrown back on the company and the routine offered by street-
and home-life. This dispersal of a section of the working class not only set the
conditions for action by its members themselves, but it also dictated the
range of strategies that must be adopted by any party that hoped to draw on
the growing pool of young and discontented workers.

The second process reflected in the unemployment figures is the
impoverishment of a whole class. The unemployed, their support
constantly chipped away by new legislation, were in the worst position. The
maximum state support available to a single claimant under the
unemployment insurance scheme, regardless of the number of dependants,
amounted to between sixty per cent of the previously earned wage for the
highest paid and eighty per cent for the lowest. Municipal welfare payments
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to the long-term unemployed were considerably lower, while perhaps a
third of the three to four million working short-time earned less than the
dole and received a subsidy from the state to make up the difference. An
American journalist who visited Berlin in 1932 was told that the average
German unemployed worker with wife and child received fifty-one Marks
monthly, of which just over eighteen was available to buy food after other
basic expenses had been met. From that sum it was possible at current prices
to provide a half-pound of bread, a pound of potatoes, just over three ounces
of cabbage, an ounce and a half of margarine for each of the three family
members every day, plus a daily pint of milk for the child and occasional
supplements of herring.5” But economic hardship was not confined to the
immediate victims of unemployment. Earned incomes also fell steadily
throughout the Depression. This was partly the result of determined action
by employers, who were more than ever in a position to dictate terms. It was
helped along by the Briining government’s deliberate policy of deflation.
The Fourth Emergency Decree, for example, ordered an across-the-board
cut in wages of ten per cent or to the level of 1927, whichever was smaller. 8
The contractual hourly wage of an unskilled worker in the Berlin metal
industry dropped from 88.4 to 69.5 Pfennig between 1930 and 1932.%The
fall in average real income nationally between 1928 and 1932 has been
estimated at thirty-six per cent. A corresponding fall in the cost of living
meant an increase in real wages for those in work. To the extent that this
was apparent in the face of the shrinking of the pay-packet, it meant a
widening of the gulf between employed and unemployed.%

1A%

It was against this background of a working class dispersed and divided,
short on buying-power and on staying-power, that the Communists set out
to organize the revolution. But the crisis had the effect of aggravating long-
standing patterns of KPD organization that weakened the Party in terms of
the tasks it set itself. First, the capacity of the Party to organize industrial
action from within the factories was diminished.

The KPD had always shown itself peculiarly susceptible to economic
fluctuations. During the Depression years, the balance between employed
and unemployed within the Party shifted dramatically, as the number of
members swelled. At the end of 1929, the Party claimed 135,160
members, slightly over half of whom were employed in factories. Two years
later there were 381,000 registered members, of whom some 246,000
were dues-paying; of these, only about seventeen per cent were in a
position to carry on the work of the Party within the factories.%! The Berlin-
Brandenburg district, about four-fifths of whose members were located in
the city of Berlin, was one of the more stable Party organizations and one of
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the more firmly factory-based. Of the roughly 30,000 KPD members there
at the end of 1930, about forty per cent were working in factories, while
another fifty-one per cent were unemployed.% The evolution of the KPD
into ‘an express party of the unemployed’ was a source of comment and
concern to leaders and critics of the Party alike.%3

There was also an increase in the proportion of very young members.
Ever since its founding, the KPD had been a youthful party, in comparison
with the SPD, although the eighteen- to twenty-five-year-old group
remained the least well-represented in the Party during the twenties. The
crisis years saw large numbers of young people being drawn into the KPD
and its auxiliaries. The membership of the Communist Youth
(Kommunistischer Jugendverband Deutschlands, KJVD) nearly doubled
between 1929 and 1930, and increased by more than two-thirds to reach
60,000 the following year. In Berlin in 1931, 396 of 621 new members in
one local were under thirty, 237 under twenty-five. The majority of these
new recruits was unemployed. %

The shifting patterns of employment among the membership were
reflected in an intensification of the tendency for the Party to be grounded in
the neighbourhoods rather than in the factories. After 1929, the number of
street cells began to burgeon, out of all proportion not only to the number of
factory cells, but also to the growth of the KPD membership at large. While
the number of factory and street cells increased by eight per cent and twelve
per cent respectively from 1929 to 1930, for the period between October
1930 and October 1931 the figures were thirteen per cent and eighty per
cent. During the same period Party membership increased by some fifty-
seven per cent. A new initiative in the formation of factory cells at the end of
1931 left the Berlin-Brandenburg Party with 451 factory cells for the whole
district, as against 605 street cells.%

A further concomitant of the KPD’s growth in the Depression was an
accelerated rate of fluctuation in all sections of the Party and its auxiliaries.
One functionary estimated the rate of fluctuation in Greater Berlin in 1931
at forty per cent. In one month, one of the strongest sections of the Berlin
city organization, Zentrum, gained 251 members and lost 263. In this
period, moreover, the fluctuation was affecting even the active cadres of the
KPD. A survey of delegates to one of the local Party congresses in Berlin in
1931 revealed that two-thirds of them had joined the Party within the past
three years; forty-four per cent had been members for less than a year. Of
twenty-four Agitprop functionaries interviewed, in mid-1931, nineteen
had held office for three months or less.%

The Communist leadership busied itself with preparing organizational
measures to combat fluctuation. But organizational initiatives from within
the KPD, which were themselves made more difficult by the very conditions
that they were intended to remedy, could not begin to address the objective
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causes of membership fluctuation. Those, like the reasons for the high
proportion of unemployed in the Party and its apparent allergy to
organization within the factory, lay in the material hardships associated
with being a member of a vocal and belligerent minority movement. The
extreme conditions of Depression, which made the whole working class
more vulnerable, raised the risks involved in Communist activity. And the
effect was reinforced by the new aggressiveness of the Party line. The trade
unions hardened their stand against subversion in their own ranks, and
ordered that any member who was active in the Communist trade-union
organization, the Revolutionidre Gewerkschafts-Opposition, or RGO, be
summarily expelled. Membership-fluctuation was even more pronounced
in the RGO than in the Party itself; three-quarters of the members of its
‘factory groups’ were unemployed in 1932.%7

Employers lost no time in taking advantage of the workers’ loss of
bargaining power, and in cases of rationalization or reprisal Communists
were, as always, the first to go. The factory council elections of 1930
brought a disheartening political sign in the defeat of the Communist tickets
in many of the country’s largest factories. Several of these defeats came in
Berlin, where KPD organizers in some of the larger works had refused to
carry out the Party’s instructions for the election. At the giant Leuna works
in central Germany, the fall in the vote for the RGO list since 1929
corresponded closely to the 5000 layoffs of the past year. The shifts in the
relation of forces within the factories which the dual threat of political
reprisal and economic contraction could involve was further demonstrated
in the next round of factory-council elections, in August 1931. Then,
National Socialist and Conservative tickets made substantial gains.%

At the same time, the primary task that the Party had set itself, the
carrying out of the mass strike, became more and more difficult to fulfil. The
economic crisis raised barriers to any kind of strike activity ; the existence of
alarge pool of cheap labour made the employed themselves reluctant to risk
their livelihoods by striking and encouraged political retrenchment on the
part of the trade unions.® And the Party was ill-equipped as an
organization to overcome these barriers. Communist-led industrial action,
whether organized around economic or political issues, continued to be
potentially self-defeating and limited in its scope. Between 1929 and 1932,
strikes in Germany presented a picture of increasing futility ; fewer workers
in fewer factories struck for shorter periods.”® KPD comment consoled itself
with the reflection that ‘the vanguard constantly gathered ever-richer and
more significant experiences’,”! but the experience gained was not always
such as to increase the Party’s organizational potential. The unofficial

strike of 58,000 miners in the Ruhr in January 1931, celebrated by the
KPD as the beginning of a new era in industrial relations and in the growth
of the RGO, resulted in the expulsion and dismissal of 2500 of the Party’s
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best agents. To the chagrin of the Party, the bulk of Communist strike
activity took place in small and medium-sized factories.™

The year 1932 brought an apparent upswing. The climax of the year’s
industrial agitation came with the strike of Berlin’s transit workers, which
coincided with the Reichstag elections of November. The concerted walk-
out of some 20,000 employees in opposition to a new wage-contract, and
against the wishes of the trade-union leadership, was hailed openly as a
revolutionary mass-strike and ‘the most powerful success so far of our turn
to revolutionary work among the masses’. Even this action, however,
revealed the limitations of the mass-strike formula. Attempts to extend the
strike to other sections of municipal workers failed, and on 8 November the
employer, the Berliner Verkehrsgesellschaft (BVG), announced the
dismissal of 1000 employees for ‘sabotage and other excesses’.” To the
urgings of the RGO that the pace of strike activity must not be allowed to
lapse, the representatives of other municipal workers within the Party
answered that they needed four weeks to recover from the transit strike : ‘If
the national and district leadership thought they had to throw the workers
out on the streets with one strike after another, then they had better not
give themselves any illusions ; the workers weren’t going to go along with
that kind of joke any more.””* Reflecting on the readiness of some Berlin
Communists in 1929 to take to the barricades rather than follow the Party’s
strike call, the KPD instructor for Neukélln would write: ‘Unfortunately,
even the average politically active worker ... prefers a one-percent risk of
falling in battle ... to a ninety-nine percent certainty of being dismissed by
his employer for striking illegally and then being put on the blacklist.””*

This comment expresses in dramatic terms the dilemma that the KPD
faced. The use of physical force and the exercise of economic pressure,
originally intended to be complementary, came to be seen as alternatives as
strikes proved more difficult to organize. The demonstration gained its
tactical primacy by default. More than this, however, the focus and content
of Communist activity both shifted as the Party directed its pursuit of the
masses at those whose only weapon was the demonstration.

A

The gathering-in of the unemployed, the organizational effects of which
have been described, reflected not only the general economic situation, but
also a deliberate KPD policy of agitation and recruitment among the
workless. This policy was implicit in the programmatic call for the winning-
over of social groups outside the organized working class in the ‘Third
Period’. In June 1929 KPD Chairman Ernst Thilmann spoke generally of
the need for a ‘bending of all our energies to the assimilation of the most
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immiserated and oppressed strata, to which we have so far given too little
attention’.”®

But as the dimensions of the economic crisis became apparent, the need
to address the unemployed specifically as a potentially revolutionary group
was articulated in the highest circles of the Comintern. Discussing the aims
of the first round of unemployed agitation in February 1930, Losowski
declared : ‘We must say to the unemployed : Organize yourselves, rip all you
can from the jaws of the bourgeoisie, through common demonstrations of
the employed and the unemployed, through the fight on the barricades,
through mass-actions, including armed insurrection.’”’

From the very beginning of the unemployed agitation it was clear that
Comintern and KPD tacticians alike saw a positive agitational value in the
economic impotence of the jobless. The fact that they had no means of
making their presence felt except demonstrations and physical force meant
that they were available for any and all forms of popular action. The short-
term advantage was put bluntly by Losowski at a Comintern conference in
1931, when he said : “They go out on the streets with us and don’t fret about
getting hit by the police.” This in itself gave the unemployed a certain
importance in the long term, too, since it was evidence that they found
their way more easily to the ‘higher forms of struggle’. Through 1931
and 1932, the recognition of a chronic character in the conditions of
unemployment gave the movement of the unemployed as such, ‘which
is more and more directed at the capitalist state’, a political significance
of its own as the likely motor force behind a general development towards
revolution.”®

In Germany, the willingness to treat the unemployed as a revolutionary
force in themselves was reinforced by the growth of the NSDAP. Such
successes as the National Socialists had in their efforts to win over the
unemployed were a sign of the ambiguous political character of the
dispossessed. But the fact that they were able to mobilize and in some sense
to radicalize broadly disaffected sections of the population gave a special
edge to that competition to which the KPD was enjoined by the tactics of the
“Third Period’. As early as 1930, the first wave of unemployed agitation in
Germany was being evaluated in the light of the KPD’s recovery of the
agitational initiative from the NSDAP. There was not only the fear that the
unemployed - and especially the young - who were not won to the
Communist cause would fall to the Party’s enemies, but among certain
leading KPD functionaries a positive sense that the appeal to the groups
beyond the traditional class-conscious proletariat, as practised by the
NSDAP, was a key to agitational and revolutionary success.” At the
January Plenum of the Central Committee in 1931, Thilmann said that it
was time ‘to break with that ... ideology which consists in a certain under-
estimation of the revolutionary significance of the unemployed’.8 A
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few weeks later, Heinz Neumann, Central Committee member and Editor-
in-Chief of Die Rote Fahne, published an article on the sixtieth anniversary of
the Paris Commune which suggested that he, at least, was speculating on a
revolt of the unemployed. The Commune was represented as a realization of
the formula of ‘People’s Revolution’ (Volksrevolution) then being
propagated by the Party - a concerted action of all anti-capitalist sections of
the population. The garde nationale was compared with the defence troops of
the unemployed created by the KPD: ‘nothing more than the unemployed
detachments [Erwerbslosenstaffeln] of 1871°.8!

This was by no means an orthodox view, even in the terms of the ‘Third
Period’. The Comintern analysts themselves recognized that the reliance on
the volatility of the unemployed involved ‘a certain danger’. On the one
hand, it represented a departure from the traditional Communist class
analysis and threatened the Party’s sense of its own identity. This may
explain the insistence of Comintern commentators that the unemployed
were literally no different from workers, ‘for unemployment is not a
profession’ - the unemployed worker might return to the factory at any
time. A year after Losowski made this comment, Piatnitzki pointed out that
unemployment could no longer be regarded as a temporary phenomenon.
But at the same time he expressed confidence in the prospects for
conventional organizational methods: ‘In the course of time many millions
of unemployed will return to production ... Through them we shall ... be
able to improve our ties with the factories and workshops.’#2 It is tempting to
see this argument, offered at the Eleventh Plenum of the ECClin April 1931,
as a direct rebuke to Heinz Neumann’s speculations about an
insurrectionary army of the unemployed.

The second danger which the Comintern tacticians recognized in the
unemployed agitation was that the unemployed might go over to ‘higher
forms of struggle’ too soon ; the revolution could easily be frustrated by
precipitate violence in the wrong place.®® The maintenance of the ties
between the unemployed and the workers during the crisis was one means
of preventing this, and the ideal of coordinated activity was never
abandoned. ‘The most dangerous thing’, argued Losowski in 1930, ‘is to
isolate the unemployed, to create a special, segregated movement.’® In the
KPD in the years of economic stability, the preferred organizational réle of
the unemployed was as affiliate members of their local factory cells. The
Party attempted to retain this system during the Depression, although the
state of the factory cells themselves did not promise much success. At the
same time, the organization of the unemployed after 1929, as part of the
united-front effort, had to be contained within a mass-organization not offi-
cially part of the KPD. The hopes for cooperation of workers and
unemployed were expressed in the assignment of responsibility for the
agitation to the RGO. The labour exchange or welfare office was adopted as
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the basis for the formation of committees of the unemployed
(Erwerbslosenausschiisse) and the focus for agitation ; in its size (the larger
Berlin labour exchanges were visited by tens of thousands of people daily)
and in the social functions it fulfilled, it was the nearest thing to a factory in
the psychological landscape of the unemployed.?’

But the labour exchanges were not factories, and the attempts to
coordinate the activities of the unemployed with industrial organization
and action proved ineffectual. At times it appeared as though the respective
successes of the two forms of activity varied in inverse relation to one
another; more unemployed activity meant fewer strikes. The ideal of
cooperation was gradually edged out by a recognition of the necessity for
the development of new means of reaching and holding the unemployed.
While the Party continued to press for more and better organization in the
factories as part of its general line, the organizers of the unemployed
agitation were coming to the conclusion that the Party must intensify its
activity in the neighbourhoods. The workers who, in increasing numbers,
were to be found neither in the factory, nor in the labour exchange, nor in
the welfare bureau, had to be sought out in their homes. In early 1931
Piatnitzki asked, ‘Wouldn’t it be better to make an effort to organize the less
well cared-for unemployed ... ?° And by September Walter Ulbricht could
declare openly : “‘Where the unemployed could up to now be reached in the
labour exchanges, ... we must in future transfer our special labours to the
residential areas.’®®

The Party’s unemployed agitation provided the context for two distinct
but related developments. One was the resort to the show and exercise of
physical force, in its simplest form the deliberate choice of the
demonstration as a tactical instrument. The other was the process by which
the KPD, making a virtue of long-standing necessity, made a deliberate turn
towards the neighbourhoods and sought to anchor itself in the community
through gestures of popular advocacy and assimilation to existing forms of
social activity and organization. Both reflected the continuous diminution
of the economic power of the sections of the population from which the KPD
drew - and hoped to draw - its support.

Mass demonstrations were the mainstay of the Communist unemployed
agitation, especially in its early years. The KPD took responsibility for
formulating specific demands and for leading the actions intended to
enforce them. At Christmas 1929 there were violent confrontations
between demonstrators and police in the cities of the Rhine. Hunger
marches in Berlin and Hamburg the following January and February were
also accompanied by violence. In Bitterfeld in 1931 the unemployed, under
the leadership of the KPD, stormed the town hall to demand that welfare
funds be paid out at the previous rates, and twice succeeded in forcing
payments. At the end of 1932, Berlin Communists prepared to lead the
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unemployed in marches on the welfare offices ; the demand was for free fuel
and food.®”

By this time, however, the mass movement of the unemployed showed
signs of slowing down. The National Congress of the Unemployed called for
December 1931 had been a fiasco. At the Twelfth ECCI Plenum in
September 1932, Piatnitzki remarked that it was getting harder to persuade
the unemployed to demonstrate as they once had.%®

In the uncertain and erratic development of the unemployed movement it
is possible to see a reflection of the ambiguous psychological cast of the
unemployed themselves. It was in the nature of the situation of the
unemployed that neither their allegiance nor even their volatility could be
depended upon. Depending on the circumstances, being out of work for an
extended period of time could result in passivity and resignation, just as
easily as it could foster impatience and rebellion. A team of sociologists who
studied an unemployed community in Austria in these years noted with
interest the apparent contrast between the apathy of their own subjects and
the intense politicization of the unemployed that was going on in
Germany.® Even in the agitated condition of the German political scene, the
two casts of mind could exist side by side, or for one to succeed the other.
Where it was possible, as it was in Berlin in the summer of 1931, for the
police to carry out a search of nearly 10,000 people in four labour
exchanges, without arousing more direct opposition than a small
demonstration on the street outside one of the buildings, there was little
chance for a spontaneous rising of the unemployed.

But then spontaneous risings are more the stuff of politicians’ fantasies
than of historical reality in any case ; nor was such a rising the aim of the
Communists. Within the overcrowded and over-stretched institutions of
public welfare the incidence of individual acts of violence and protest rose to
the point where social workers and administrators feared for their personal
safety, office hours were cut back “for security reasons’ and police presence
became a matter of routine.”! This suggests that the will to action was not
lacking. A problem at least as real as the psychology of the unemployed was
the capacity of the Party to offer them realistic means and ends of struggle.
Participation in Communist-led mass actions, for example, demanded of the
unemployed considerable sacrifice with relatively little certainty of material
return. In some cases, as when a hunger march of several miles through the
countryside was organized without proper provision being made for feeding
and clothing the marchers, the demonstration itself became a pointless
hardship.9? As early as November 1930, the Berlin organizers of the
unemployed, balking at the constant aimless action, suggested that the
Party hold fewer demonstrations, but make an effort to organize them
better.%?

For those who did not despair, but remained in the movement and
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continued to hope for results, one answer was more forceful and dramatic
action. There emerged a familiar pattern : fewer and fewer people becoming
more and more disposed to violence. The speaker at an organizers’ meeting
in Berlin in March 1931 reported that the employees of the welfare bureaux
were being armed with clubs: ‘This situation must not deter the
unemployed from enforcing their demands, where necessary, with the
same methods.” At another meeting in June there was talk of storming the
welfare offices and destroying the files.%*

The association between violent action and the KPD’s relative inability to
produce concrete results through its own agitational efforts is also apparent
in the Party’s turn to the neighbourhoods. What did the Party have to offer
the unemployed once it had sought them out? A party with large financial
resources could, in a sense, create its own constituency ; it could draw the
unemployed to itself by offering material benefits. This was the role played
by the NSDAP. In some areas the National Socialists were able to establish
their own ‘labour exchanges’, to promise jobs to their members as a result of
their good relations with businessmen. More common was the provision of
on-the-spot relief in the form of food and shelter - in its canteens and soup-
kitchens and above all in the SA-taverns that doubled as dormitories.®*

The effects of the National Socialists’ methods, both on recruitment and
on the style and structure of their party’s activities, were acknowledged and
admired by the Communists. In November 1930, a leader of the
unemployed defence groups in Berlin suggested that the Party establish its
own shelters - ‘an appropriate measure, to have the unemployed on call at
all times in case of need’.% But the KPD at the local level did not have the
financial resources of the NSDAP, and such suggestions, like the repeated
efforts to establish self-help centres in the neighbourhoods, came to grief on
the Party’s inability to find money where none was to be had. In February
1932, the Berlin KPD distributed subscription-lists, based on the
populations of the respective local districts, to raise funds for a ‘Proletarian

‘Self-help against the Plight of the Unemployed’ (Proletarische Selbsthilfe
gegen die Erwerbslosennot) ; from Neukolln/Treptow, with a population of
over 400,000, a total of 2,68 Marks was received.’ Attempts to raise
money from shopkeepers through collection or sales of stamps and
literature were often backed up by threats of boycott and even violence.%®

As a result, the KPD had to develop its own kind of street politics,* to fall
back on its old constituency, and to do the best it could with the means of
self-help available to the unemployed themselves. This meant in the first
instance going back to that cohesive but relatively limited community
which the KPD’s neighbourhood constituency represented, and addressing
it in its own terms. The Party had not only to espouse the cause of its
followers, but also to adopt the forms of action and organization familiar to
them, in the hope of politicizing the actions and broadening their base. In
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the process, the KPD went beyond the tribunician réle implicit in the
leading of demonstrations and aspired to vigilante functions.

VI

Sporadic impulses towards direct collective action for the immediate relief of
material hardship were apparent in the slum population of Berlin. One of
the most valuable resources on which the KPD could draw in its agitation
was a long-standing and deep-rooted mistrust of the police. This reflected
several generations of experience of policing that was openly repressive in
style, relying heavily on the show of force and the display and use of deadly
weapons and, under the Empire, had been explicitly anti-socialist in
content. It was expressed in the sullen refusal of people in working-class
neighbourhoods to co-operate with police inquiries, in initiatives for the
organization of residents’ vigilante squads in areas (like the Kdosliner
Strasse) where the police did not seem to be doing enough to combat crime,
and most consistently, in the practice of popular interference with arrests.®
The events of May 1929 thus appeared even to the courts as the repetition,
on a catastrophic scale, of a familiar pattern of relations between police and
community. In sentencing a young man to seven months’ imprisonment
for his presence in a crowd of demonstrators that had attacked a carful of
policemen on 1 May, the presiding judge remarked:

In assessing sentence it had to be taken into account that the act could have had
serious consequences, since we know from experience that in similar situations the
public is inclined to take up a stand against the officers and the officers are seriously
endangered in life and limb when the instincts of the masses are stirred up by actions
such as those of the defendant.!0!

In another sort of action in 1930 a spontaneous ‘expropriation’ was
repaid when a group of unemployed youths forcibly seized a vat of stew and
some bread-rolis. The food had been promised them, and they regarded it as
a rightful supplement to their welfare benefit. When they arrived for lunch
they found the hall locked, and saw no alternative to taking the food by
force; the court that heard their case agreed.1?

KPD activity in the neighbourhoods took the form of attempts to
assimilate such impulses, to organize them, to systematize them, and to
direct them so that they developed a mass political character. The
propagation of violent popular resistance to the police discussed above may
be seen as one form of this. Another was the Party’s attitude towards what
were known among the Communists as ‘cashless’ or ‘proletarian shopping
trips’. The ‘plundering’ of shops, as the police called it, was perhaps the
most visible sign of unemployed activity in Berlin in 1931. In the first half of
the year, the police reported thirty-four cases in which groups of people
broke into food shops and seized goods without paying for them. The police
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themselves were not always sure whether to characterize the raids as the
spontaneous actions of hungry men, as purely criminal exploits, or as
political ones, and there was a good deal of discussion as to how much of
what kind of item had been stolen.1%3

Some at least of the incidents were politically motivated. They were
approved in principle by the Communist leadership and reported
sympathetically in Die Rote Fahne. Walter Ulbricht welcomed them as “...
certain self-help measures, which, within the framework of the general
mass-movement, have a great significance for the intensification of the
movement ...” At the same time he made it clear that individual acts of
thieving were not approved as such by the Party.'®* What the Party was
interested in was the appearance of spontaneous mass action. But in spite of
repeated urgings, the Berlin Party could not report, as the Chemnitz local
did in 1932, that the ‘self-help actions of the unemployed all had the
character of a mass-movement, and not simply of attacks of individuals on
food-shops’. 105

The most perfect expression of the KPD’s use of physical force as a
medium for reaching and binding the masses on a neighbourhood basis was
the function of ‘tenant protection’ (Mieterschutz) assigned to the Party’s
defence organizations. The forcible prevention of evictions first appeared in
Berlin in the second half of 193 1. In the first reported case in Friedrichshain,
in September, a direct call to the Party for help brought a troop of between
250 and 300 men, who occupied the whole building. The police noted that
the men were not local residents, but ‘unemployed and KPD members’ from
other neighbourhoods.!% In another case, Die Rote Fahne reported that
500 unemployed appeared en masse to prevent an eviction; when the
tenant was given another apartment, groups of unemployed carried the
furniture to the new house.*’

Every eviction successfully prevented-and the KPD claimed many -
was seen as a gain for the Party and the community alike. The KPD
continued its efforts to create a network of neighbourhood organizations
and to turn its self-defence organization into a comprehensive movement
for the protection of the working-class community. In 1932 action against
high rents, evictions and confiscations was written into the functions of the
sections of the Antifaschistische Aktion, along with demonstrations for
better conditions in the welfare offices and the fight against the National
Socialist presence in the neighbourhoods.1°®

The Party’s organization of this sort of vigilantism cannot be described
either as an entirely novel tactic or as solely the result of ineluctable
economic pressures. Very similar functions of economic control and self-
help at the local level had been exercised in 1923 by the Communist
dominated Control Commissions in cooperation with the Proletarian
Hundreds.'® In 1931 as in 1923, reaching out to the masses through



The Party, the neighbourhood and the uses of violence 55

attention - with whatever means available - to their material needs was
the mode of activity prescribed by the analysis of an immediately pre-
revolutionary crisis in a period of general social distress.

But in 1931 the range of available means was radically reduced by an
unprecedented economic depression. Collective self-help of this kind was
only the most constructive item in a spectrum running from the show of
force to the practice of violence against people and property. The spectrum
was a very narrow one; the threat implied the act, particularly since the
Party was inclined to accept and encourage violent confrontation for its
own sake.

And there had been changes of another kind since 1923, changes in the
structure and position of the German working class accompanied by shifts
in the relationship between the parties that claimed to represent it. The
resulting relative isolation of the KPD implied limits to its capacity to
organize among workers. The effects of this are clear not only in the Party’s
weakness in the factories, but also in the fact that it proved extremely
difficult to extend the scope even of ‘popular’ actions beyond a fairly
constant core of regulars: the participation in unemployed demonstra-
tions was erratic; in Berlin, ‘proletarian shopping trips’ remained the
province of small groups and individuals; and the character of the
Mieterschult-troop in Friedrichshain suggests that even in its most practical
gestures of popular advocacy the Party was failing to mobilize the com-
munity at large.

In this light the street-politics of the KPD appears to have had two
functions: at one level, it involved the activation of the very real and long-
standing links between the Party and sections of the urban working class
whose shared interests arose out of common residence in certain
neighbourhoods. At another, it represents an attempt, through appealsto a
new constituency, to give content to the Party’s very powerful but
essentially ungrounded claims to hegemony over whole working-class
communities. At both these levels, the impotence alike of the Party and of
the people it was trying to mobilize was such that their identity of interests
was regularly expressed in violent terms. Paradoxically, the very economic
conditions which promised to provide a new source of recruits, and the
insurrectionary posture of the Party which made the winning of those
recruits so urgent, both contributed to the organizational tensions that
tended to limit the Party’s effective influence.

But the Communist Party tacticians never ceased to hope that the
organization of violence could be made to fulfil the vital function of effecting
a rapprochement between the Party and the working-class community
and, beyond this, between the Communists and the broad strata of the
dispossessed. The determination to see that violence organized for tactical
reasons did not become a liability to the Party became a subject of open
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controversy within the Party, in the context of the debate on how best to
fight the combined political and physical threat posed by the Nazis. It is to
the discussion of this specific form of Communist violence that we must now
return.



3

Defining the enemy:
The wehrhafter Kampfagainst
the SA in theory and propaganda

By the time the National Socialist Party obtruded itself on the notice of the
Communist policy-makers, the aims and tactics of German Communism in
the ‘Third Period’ had already been laid down. Defining the threat that
National Socialism posed to the Communist Party and the working class
and developing a comprehensive policy of response to that threat thus
demanded that a place be found for the NSDAP in the existing KPD analysis
of the political prospect. This did not prove difficult. In 1932 Werner Hirsch,
in what may be described as the first account of National Socialism and
fascism that was both authoritative and comprehensive, described the
NSDAP as ‘the true [eigentliche] fascist mass-party’,! but well before that the
Nazis had taken their place in the broad fascist front envisaged by the
Comintern. It is possible to identify a broadly consistent KPD policy towards
the National Socialists, appearing late in 1929 and persisting even into
1933, which reflected the tactical preoccupations of the Party.

In the context of the KPD’s general line on fascism, the question of the use
of violence was raised as a question of the appropriate response to the
violence of the Nazis, and the answer was dictated by the pre-existing
formulas for mobilizing the ‘masses’. As the KPD policy-makers saw it the
violence of the SA had three important functions. Repeated physical attacks
were aimed at undermining the fighting spirit of the working-class
movement - in the interests of though not demonstrably by the controllers
of the capitalist system and the bourgeois state. The ‘romantic fighting
methods’ of the SA were also calculated by the Nazi leadership as a means of
recruiting, and especially of appealing to, unemployed youths in search of
excitement. Finally, the NSDAP’s ‘policy of open violence’ was seen to have
the unintended but ‘objectively’ important effect of ‘battering the deeply
rooted prejudices of bourgeois legality’. In addition to these three
independent functions, Nazi violence represented a concrete grievance
which Social Democrats and some unorganized workers shared with the
Communists.2 In order to maintain the morale of the Party and the labour
movement at large, to compete effectively with the NSDAP in winning over
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young activists, to contribute to the general collapse of a public order they
held to rest on deceit and repression and at the same time build the united
front that could set about replacing it, the Communists would have to lead
the workers in fighting back. The policy of fighting back was known in the
Party as the ‘wehrhafter Kampf gegen den Faschismus’.

At the same time, the KPD was concerned during the ‘Third Period’ to
win over precisely those non-proletarian sections of the ‘labouring masses’
whose radicalization was signalled by the rise of a fascist party - the petty
bourgeoisie and the ‘peasants’.> And the Party leaders began to notice as
early as 1930 that the Nazis, and especially the SA, were having some
success even among the working class. At the beginning of 1933 Wilhelm
Pieck could describe the results of fights between SA and Communists as
‘murders among workers’.* This meant that the physical fight had to be
tempered with argument and propaganda among the Nazis’ actual and
potential constituents, the so-called ‘ideological struggle’.

In order to fulfil the agitational tasks prescribed by the policies of the
“Third Period’, moreover, the wehrhafter Kampf had to be carried on in a
particular fashion. The Party drew a distinction between ‘individual
terror’ - violent actions by individuals or small groups - against which the
whole weight of Marxist tradition was invoked, and what it called ‘mass
terror’. Actions against the National Socialists must be so organized as to
involve as many people as possible. Ideally, response to the incursions of the
SA in the neighbourhoods should take the form of a gesture of community
solidarity, beginning with the exercise of economic pressure through
boycotts and rent-strikes, continuing through the organization of collective
self-defence on a united-front basis and the orchestration of mass
demonstrations, and culminating in political strikes. Communist cadres
should initiate and lead such actions ; but as long as Party members alone
were involved, without mass participation, the Party would never achieve
the paramount aims of educating the people and forging visible links
between economic and political struggles.

This, then, was the burden of KPD policy: a self-defence movement
vigorous enough to discourage attack and maintain the integrity of the
Communist movement, and so organized as to fulfil certain fundamental
agitational functions, but not so aggressive or ideologically insensitive as to
prejudice the chances for a broad front of the ‘labouring masses’. Put in
these terms, the policy reflects the logic of the official analysis of the “Third
Period’, and the rudiments of the general line outlined here can be found in
KPD literature from the earliest phases of the confrontation with National
Socialism. In its totality, however, that line was articulated only as the
result of a gradual process. From 1929 to 1933 the KPD leadership picked
its way none too gracefully between the demands of the German political
situation and the watchful presence of the Comintern, ever ready to
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administer a maternal slap that would send the German Communists
reeling back to the path of ideological correctitude - and as often as not,
that path being a very narrow one, over to the other side. The process by
which policy, once made, was articulated and communicated to the
membership was still more tangled. Since the extent to which the
membership adhered to the official policy of the Party (and the reasons for
their failure to do so) can only be gauged in terms of how much the
individual member could have been expected to know about that policy, it is
on the multiplicity of considerations involved in formulating and presenting
policy that this and the following chapter will concentrate.

I

I have discussed in Chapter 2 and will illustrate further in Chapter 5 the
objective economic circumstances militating against the success of a policy
that relied on mass action and the exercise of economic pressure as an
alternative to individual violence. Here, in tracing the development of the
KPD’s line in its political context, I want to elucidate some of the sources of
‘error’ in the discourse of the Party itself. Misunderstandings and conflicts
arose within the Party around this issue, and many of these can be traced to
inconsistencies which in turn reflect the fundamental dilemma of
Communist agitation : the difficulty of reconciling the respective demands of
theoretical analysis, mobilizing the masses through propaganda, and the
expectation of actually effecting changes in the immediate situation.s
In so far as they were expressed in distinct preoccupations and styles of
discourse, these three sets of interests can be described as corresponding
respectively to the political, publicistic and military-technical perspectives
coexisting within the Party. The last of these, being largely, if not
exclusively embodied in the military and defence organizations of the Party,
will be examined closely in Chapter 4, although its consequences form a
major theme of this section. Some of the inconsistencies within and between
the first two views may be pointed out in advance.

First, it will become apparent that the theoretical analysis of fascism
prescribed by the Comintern was by its nature extremely difficult to
translate into practice. The chronological and analytical priority that the
battle against Social Democracy was seen to have in Germany dictated an
offensive directed with equal force against the ‘social fascists’ and the
NSDAP under the name of ‘national fascists’.® This would have demanded
tremendous tactical finesse and considerable material and emotional
resources, even supposing that every Party member had been able to
reconcile such a strategy with his perceptions of the reality of political and
social relations. In the event, it was in this ‘fight on two fronts’? that the
KPD exhausted both its strength and its credibility.
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Even the Party leadership had trouble maintaining the correct balance in
its line, and this had serious implications for practice, particularly on the
question of fascism and revolution. The use of the same word (fascism) for
both the repressive system and the violent party and the refusal to concede
that in Republican Germany the two remained distinct in practice (if not in
principle) made an identification of the two in the minds of the membership
all too easy. The tactical result was that every reference made by the official
KPD to the existence of a fascist régime in Germany implied the existence of
a revolutionary situation, in which the physical fight against the Nazis,
now in the réle of government troops, acquired the character of a fight to
the death. The same logic was at work, of course, every time a new crisis of
political and economic conditions combined with loose thinking and looser
talk at the highest levels of the KPD to suggest the imminence of revolution.

The tendency of the publicistic perspective, which resided in the press and
propaganda organs of the Party, was to sink the reality of the theoretical
problems in a generalized call to action. At its most extreme, this policy was
closely associated with the name of Heinz Neumann, editor of Die Rote
Fahne and Central Committee member, ‘the Goebbels of the KPD’.8 While it
is difficult to trace with any precision the process by which press policy was
made in the KPD, the approach of Die Rote Fahne from late 1928 to the end
of 1929 can be easily characterized. Its keynote was the most rapid and the
most emotive possible reaction to events. The verbal propaganda directed at
the Communists’ actual and potential followers tended to encourage
unreflecting violence and thus to upset the delicate balance between
individual and mass action, physical force and political argument.
Whatever the current orthodoxy might be as to the meaning of Nazi terror
and its appropriate remedies, Communist propaganda regularly presented
it in such a way as to underline its character as an immediate threat to the
individual worker. In screaming headlines and lurid depictions of bloody
clashes the press subsumed all the systemic violence of class rule in the
person of the raging ‘Goebbels-Bandit’.

This process was enhanced by the close association that was regularly
made between the Nazis and the group for whom the urban working class
had the longest tradition of fear and detestation: the police. What the
policy-makers were looking for in mass resistance to Nazi violence was
essentially a reprise of the unexpected general uprising against the police of
May 1929, and it is hard to avoid the suggestion that the assimilation of the
image of the Nazi to the more familiar one of the Schupo was calculated to
provoke an old response to a new situation. In fact, large-scale actions
against the SA often turned more or less spontaneously into actions against
the police.® But the circumstance that party-political enemies of the
Communists had been portrayed in much the same terms - both as
terrorists and as collaborators with the police - before the advent of the Nazi
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threat reinforces the impression of deliberate calculation in the KPD’s
propaganda techniques.

To this was added a pathetic celebration of the Communists’ own
victimization. Personal heroism was prized as a quality even of Communist
speakers, who made a point of risking mayhem by appearing in hostile
meetings. Martyrs were at a premium. Each murder of a Communist or
major incident of SA-terror sparked off a series of protest meetings and fund-
raising campaigns in which a direct and emotional appeal was made to the
collective outrage of the listeners. Funerals of the fallen were early recog-
nized as an important focus of propaganda and agitation.!® Photographic
exhibitions and the use of portraits of the SA’s victims on the Party’s fund-
raising stamps encouraged a sense of identification with the victims. !

The phrase ‘Goebbels-Bandits’ is itself instructive. It is symptomatic of the
war of words between Nazis and Communists in which each presented the
other as a radical threat to social order and thus outside the law. One
technique was to brand the enemy as a criminal: ‘brown murder-plague’,
‘fascist killer gangs’, ‘brown-murder’, ‘red-murder’, ‘the identity of
Communism with the fifth estate’, ‘underworld’ or, with still more radical
connotations, ‘sub-human’.

Another technique of KPD propaganda in the wehrhafter Kampf was to
assert as an absolute claim that ideological and social hegemony over whole
communities which, as we have seen, was highly problematical for the
Party even where it approached realization. The SA itself provoked these
assertions with its propaganda of the ‘assault on Red Berlin’. The result was
a very suggestive depiction of the SA man, in the first instance a political
adversary, as an invader, and intruder whose very presence threatened the
safety and integrity of the community. There will be more to say below
about the reflection of this very powerful myth in the consciousness of the
streetfighters themselves. Examples of its use in Communist propaganda
could be multiplied endlessly. Let it suffice here to cite a single headline from
Die Rote Fahne, which combines all the elements of the standard image of
the adversary : ‘Bloody heads for the Goebbels-Bandits. The ““Conquerors’
of the Fischerkietz and their Criminal Activity’.1?

It would be an over-simplification, however, to see KPD propaganda as
purely manipulative or concerned with imposing an artificial image of
social and political relations on a naive public. It reflected a sense of
embattlement within the Communist and working-class movement, just as
much as it was calculated to reinforce such attitudes. The wehrhafter Kampf
was an example of the ‘street politics’ of the KPD, not only in that its
principal locus was admittedly the neighbourhood, but also in the fact that
in undertaking to organize it the Party was conscious of taking
responsibility for a real impulse to action among ordinary people, which it
hoped to broaden and politicize.



62 Beating the Fascists ?

The effects of anomalies within and inconsistencies between the various
perspectives on the wehrhafter Kampf that existed within the Party at the
highest level were, if anything, reinforced by the fact that the policy had by
its nature to take account of the views of the rank and file. To trace the
process by which official policy was made and articulated over time is to see
their consequences being worked out in practice, in the context of such
increasingly important circumstantial contradictions as that between the
national and international perspective of the KPD leadership and the more
narrow local concerns of middle and lower functionaries, and the pressures
for action inherent in a spiralling battle for the streets. From the autumn of
1929 onwards, the question of how the Party and its members should
respond to the increasingly visible and aggressive presence of the NSDAP
became a preoccupation within the KPD at all levels. Changing perceptions
of the character of the Nazi threat and more or less independent tactical
considerations on the part of the KPD leadership dictated a differentiation in
the official policy towards the Nazis. The process of making and enforcing
Party policy in turn brought to light the fact that there was very little
consensus on the subject, either among the various sections of the Party
organization, or among the competing personalities at its centre, or
between one region or level and the next.

Il

Early 1929

As late as the summer of 1929, the KPD leadership resisted taking seriously
the rise of the Nazis. The elections to the Saxon Landtag on 12 May, in
which the NSDAP gained more than 50,000 votes over the 1928 Reichstag
election (while both the SPD and KPD votes fell), provoked the first
suggestions that the Nazis had been neglected by the Party for too long. In
June, the Central Committee admitted that the NSDAP was the only
organization in the ‘fascist camp’ that was showing any signs of growth.
But the balance-sheet it laid before the Party Congress insisted that this was
no more than had been expected, and repeated earlier warnings against
overestimating the Nazis’ political potential.!?

To most of the delegates who gathered for the Twelfth Congress in the
wake of the May Day fighting, the arguments of the Central Committee
must have made perfect sense. The police were and would remain the front-
line enemy of the proletariat ; in August, looking back over the experience of
the summer, Walter Ulbricht would refer only to ‘police terror’ in
reiterating the need for popular self-defence.'* And the most plausible ally of
the police against the Communists was still the Reichsbanner.!* In fact,
direct ‘terror’ on the part of the Reichsbanner was an essential element of
the official image of social fascism. The Central Committee’s report to the
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Twelfth Congress made a point of the SPD’s use of the Reichsbanner to carry
out ‘open fascist terror’ in the elections of 1928, in terms that bear a
remarkable similarity to the classic picture of National Socialist propaganda
techniques. 16

Less significant than the Reichsbanner, but still taken very seriously in
mid-1929, was the Stahlhelm. This was the oldest established right-wing
paramilitary organization in Germany and a long-time streetfighting
opponent of the Communists, second in size only to the Reichsbanner. The
brawling that accompanied the Stahlhelm rally in Halle in May 1924 had
provided the occasion for the founding of the RFB.'” The latest such rally, in
Munich in June 1929, had been allowed to pass without an official response
from the Central Committee, and this omission was sharply criticized by a
Bavarian delegate at the Congress. ‘We must see’, he argued, ‘that the
Stahlhelm really is the leading element within the framework of white
fascism.’18

Police, Reichsbanner and Stahlhelm each represented a dual threat. Acts
of violence, of ‘terror’, were the outward and visible sign of the opposition of
interests between themselves and the working class. But this hostility could
be seen as a real danger only in conjunction with the weight that each
group had in the political balance of power: its official backing, its class
base, or its potential for hegemonic growth. In the balance as it stood in
June 1929 there was little room for the NSDAP as an independent political
force. Nor had its activities been such as to justify the Party’s treating Nazi
‘terror’ as an issue in itself. In March it had been predicted that Hitler would
move to curb militant action by his followers for fear of isolating the NSDAP
from the other parties of the right.!® In the resolutions of the Congress, the
Nazis are subsumed into an undifferentiated ‘fascism’, or at best take second
place to the Stahlhelm among the ‘fascist fighting organizations’ riding the
predicted wave of repression.?®

August 1929 to June 1930: ‘Schlagt die Faschisten !’
When the Party did begin to take official notice of the Nazis, it was as a direct
consequence of the violence of the SA. The occasion for the change was the
NSDAP Congress in Niirnberg, at which the appearance of some 60,000 SA
men and Nazi leaders alike in uniform for the first time was accompanied by
bitter fights between the National Socialists and their opponents.
Reichsbanner members figured heavily among the victims of the SA’s
outburst.?! On the sixth of August, Die Rote Fahne carried the headline:
‘Fascist Murder-gangs on the Rampage. Nazi Revolver-Attacks on
Niirnberg Workers’ Buildings. Police Protect Stormtroops. Hitler’s Alliance
with Hugenberg. Terror Plans for Pomerania and Mecklenburg. SPD
Leaders Encourage the fascist Mob. Beat Fascists and SPD !’ The old enemies
were not forgotten; on the following day the paper’s front page was
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occupied by reports of ‘bloody Reichsbanner-terror’ in Berlin. But ‘white
fascism’ now wore a brown shirt, and Nazi terror came more and more to
dominate the pages of the Communist press, while articles about the
Reichsbanner took on a different tone and function. By the end of August,
the Berlin District Leadership could state with a certain finality that the task
of demoralizing the proletariat had passed from the hands of the social
fascists into those of the Nazis.??

Violence was treated by observers at all levels of the KPD as the
fundamental characteristic of the Nazi movement in this period. Writing in
the Comintern organ, Inprekorr, Fritz Riick reported in mid-August that the
NSDAP was undergoing its most important change in tactics since the
Munich Putsch of 1923. In apparent contradiction to earlier expectations,
the Stahlhelm was pursuing a legalistic line, while ‘the NSDAP has retained
its expressly putschistic attitude. The stormtroops are systematically
educated by the leadership to provocative action, and in the activity of these
stormtroops is to be seen the most important expression of the life of the
party.’?

The shift in the Communists’ awareness of the NSDAP had its basis in a
changing reality, of which Niirnberg was only one manifestation. The SA,
along with the whole Nazi Party, underwent an activation in late 1929,
and this was expressed in increased aggressiveness. Official sources
confirmed Communist claims of a new wave of confrontations and direct
attacks by the SA, and the Berlin SA was no exception. On 22 August, SA-
Sturm 5, under the leadership of Horst Wessel, carried out a ‘clean-up
operation’ in two Communist taverns in Kreuzberg. SA troops marched
through Communist sections of Schoneberg, Neukolln and Kreuzberg in
September. On the twenty-fourth of that month SA members on their way
to a meeting in the Fischerkietz met with a violent reception from groups of
Communists stationed around the streets giving access to the island, and
Die Rote Fahne expressed its wholehearted approval.?* The paper had
already given its blessing to such actions at the end of August : “The patience
of the Berlin proletariat is exhausted ... Wherever a fascist dares to show his
face in the quarters of the working class, workers’ fists will light his way
home. Berlin is red! Berlin is staying red!’2s

It was in these days that the paper began to carry the slogan that set the
tone for a whole phase of the fight against National Socialism: ‘Schlagt die
Faschisten, wo Ihr sie trefft !’ (‘Hit the fascists wherever you meet them !’).
This slogan had been used before, in 1924, to refer to the Stahlhelm. Heinz
Neumann resurrected it in connection with the fight against the SA in
Berlin. At this stage the line of Die Rote Fahne under Neumann’s editorship,
represented by ‘Schlagt...!’, clearly had the backing of the Central
Committee.?® The slogan was immediately adopted by the Berlin District
Leadership, and within weeks it had become a standard part of Communist
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rallies all over the country, especially of meetings called for the formation of
antifascist defence organizations.?’

The perceived increase in Nazi violence was itself closely linked with new
political initiatives and electoral gains by the NSDAP. These the
Communists could not long ignore. In June, the gains made by the Nazis in
their independent campaign for the Landtag elections in Mecklenburg-
Schwerin were characterized, not without some perplexity, as ‘a
remarkable feature of the contradiction-ridden process of radicalization of
the workers and middle strata’.? In July, Hitler took his first step onto the
national political stage. He joined the leaders of Stahlhelm, German
National People’s Party (DNVP) and other conservative groups in a
national commission whose aim was to mobilize opposition to the Young
Plan, the latest scheme for the payment of reparations. The campaign for a
national referendum, which would force the Reichstag to vote on a bill
nullifying the principal provisions of the Versailles Treaty, involved a
propaganda drive on an unprecedented scale. This provided the context for
the increased visibility of the SA and the accompanying sharpening of
political sensitivities. Drawing up a balance-sheet in the light of most recent
political developments, the Central Committee member Rudolf Renner
described in mid-September an almost hysterically energetic party, with a
youthful and growing membership, whose skilfully directed propaganda
was carrying it from success to success, and concluded that the NSDAP was
‘the most dangerous and active fascist grouping in Germany’.?° When the
polling for the Young Plan referendum produced some four million yes-
votes, just over the number needed to lay the proposition before the
Reichstag, Die Rote Fahne declared categorically, ‘they [the National
Socialists] alone are the gainers from this action’.3°

In the meanwhile, the Communists had initiated their own campaign
against the Young Plan,3 but when the Central Committee sat in plenary
session on 24 and 25 October, the principal subject of concern was still how
the KPD could regain the political initiative. Among the weaknesses
discussed were ‘the absence of an ideological fight against the National
Socialists and the insufficient aggressiveness in the suppression of the fascist
menace’.3? In his speech to the meeting Thilmann emphasized the need for
greater concentration on the ‘revolutionary annihilation of fascism’. He
insisted that it would be pointless to look for a single comprehensive
formula, but elaborated on the two areas in which activity must be
intensified. The Communists must first devote their energies to the exposure
and discrediting of National Socialist demagogy, as embodied in the Young
Plan agitation: ‘Then we will snatch from them those working-class
elements which still follow them, confused by their phrases.” Along with the
political offensive must go ‘the revolutionary violence of the masses’ in the
physical resistance to Nazi terror. And Thilmann concluded: ‘We are on
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the attack, on the offensive against fascism. We must root it out and crush
it, applying all, even the most extreme, methods of struggle.’** On the
following day, Die Rote Fahne supplied its own gloss: ‘With iron, irresistible
force, the proletarian storm-columns must and will smash fascism ... The
Communist Party answers the bloody acts of terror and provocation with
revolutionary violence, which alone is capable of ending the danger of
fascism and foiling Hitler and Goebbels once and for all.”34

Rhetoric of this kind only served to obscure for Communists and outsiders
alike the beginning discussion about how the physical fight against the
Nazis fitted into the Party’s broad strategy and how it should be carried on.
The attitude of the political leadership of the Party was suggested in
Thilmann’s speech. Simply striking back was not enough, and Thilmann
referred obliquely to the form that the popular response to the SA should
take when he described the fight against fascism as ‘a mass problem’. This
point was elaborated in the process of defining the structure and function of
the new antifascist defence organizations. Circulars issued in late 1929
pointed out that the actions of small squads, while they might strike at the
hard core of SA troops, could not affect the NSDAP’s electoral reserves. Nor
could they, in the long run, put an end to Nazi terror. The ideological and
physical offensives must reinforce one another, and this could be best
achieved if as many people as possible took part in both.33 It is character-
istic of the Party’s confusion in this period that these points were not
made to the membership and public at large ; they were echoed only feebly
in the political directives of the Party and not at all in the Communist
press.

By the end of 1929, the Communists had identified the NSDAP as a
serious challenge, a force to be reckoned with by virtue of its political appeal
as well as of its militant violence. But the KPD was still convinced that that
appeal was limited. With the formulation of a policy towards the National
Socialists, the way towards winning back the renegade social elements to
which Nazism appealed had been shown and a standard provided, in terms
of which the effectiveness of future activity might be judged. The successes
andfailures of the Communists in the municipal elections of November, the
Party’s high hopes of which had been disappointed everywhere except in
Berlin, were interpreted as reflecting the amount of vigour shown in the
offensive against the Nazis.3¢ As the first wave of the Party’s unemployed
agitation climaxed in the following February, Rudolf Schlesinger, observing
the situation from Berlin, could argue that the Nazis had passed their
peak.?’

That optimism did not outlast the spring. The initial undifferentiated
propaganda of violence reflected a tacit consensus compounded of surprise
at the sudden resurgence of the Nazis and a lingering confidence that
National Socialism, being an anomaly on the political scene, could literally
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be beaten back. But the political and publicistic approaches already
appeared as distinct and potentially competing. The contradiction between
them became clear as the political fight intensified.

June 1930 to September 1930

The first public attempt by the Party to readjust the balance came on 15
June 1930 when Die Rote Fahne published a resolution of the Political
Bureau on the fight against fascism. 3 The resolution was dated 4 June. In it,
the Party declared once again its intention ‘to sharpen drastically the fight
against the fascist threat... to fight fascism and its terror-gangs down to the
point of total annihilation’, but it laid out in more systematic detail than
ever before how it meant to go about it.

New emphasis was placed on the forging of working-class unity as the
function of the fight against fascism. The radical claims of the NSDAP
must be exposed in the light of Nazi practice, but in the process a distinction
must be made between the Nazi leadership and the ‘misled masses of their
labouring supporters’. The ‘schematic’ use of the slogan ‘Schlagt die
Faschisten, wo Ihr sie trefft!” was thus no longer appropriate; the Party
must avoid alienating rank-and-file Nazis from the working class. The fight
itself would be eased by the fact that outrage at Nazi violence had spread
beyond the ranks of the Communists ; other workers, and especially Social
Democratic workers, could be mobilized. And this, in turn, would facilitate
the creation of the united front from below with the Social Democratic
rank and file. The physical fight remained an important element of policy.
Here, the resolution identified two ‘deviations’ in current practice :

On the one hand, the tendency towards a terroristic tactics of desperation, which
places the emphasis of the fight on isolated armed actions against the fascists ; on the
other, the tendency to shrinking back, to panic and to pessimism... The wehrhafter
Kampf against fascism must under all circumstances be an organized mass-struggle.

There was little in the resolution that was substantially new, but the fact
that ideas already in circulation had been digested, systematized and
published, with considered emphasis, in the name of the Party, represented
a policy in itself. Weeks of deliberate preparation preceded the publication of
the resolution, as the Communist rank and file and readers of the Party
press were gradually introduced to the elements of the new line. The
caution of the Central Committee in withdrawing ‘Schlagt...!’ reflected
anxieties about the reaction of the membership, anxieties which were
speedily justified. 3 In Berlin the publication of the full text of the resolution
met with strong disapproval from the rank and file. People were even - it
was said within the Party - refusing to turn out for public demonstrations
because of their objections to the new line. On 23 June, a meeting was held
to form a ‘Fighting Committee of Red Berlin against Fascism’, whose
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function would be to coordinate the new campaign. The speaker felt
compelled to explain that the disavowal of the old slogan ‘should not be
interpreted to mean that in the future no hair of their heads should be
touched, but you can just as easily take advantage of an appropriate
opportunity’,°

Given the apparent strength of feeling within the Party, it is worth while
considering what motivations prompted the policy shift. Fear of
prosecution - the explanation offered by the police - was certainly part of
it. In addition to the various individuals called to account for their use of
‘Schlagt die Faschisten !’ in the courts, Die Rote Fahne itself was prosecuted, in
the person of its managing editor, Hans Steinicke, for publishing the slogan.
The confiscation of the paper, with the consequent loss of revenues, was
known to be an effective way of bringing the Communists to heel.#! When
the Party finally withdrew its imprimatur, ‘Schlagt die Faschisten!’ had not
in fact appeared in Die Rote Fahne for over four months.

At the time of Steinicke’s prosecution in January, the Party was already
suffering some embarrassment over the attack on Horst Wessel, who was
shot on 14 January and died in hospital on 23 February. The KPD
immediately denied any association with ‘such deeds’, and of the group
accused of the murder Die Rote Fahne wrote indignantly : ‘Zorgiebel knows
perfectly well that the Sturmabteilung Mitte... was dissolved by the
Communist Party itself... when it became clear that Zorgiebel’s spies had
managed to creep into it.>#? The KPD did not often admit to having dissolved
its own organizations. The reference to agents provocateurs suggests that this
particular group had been getting out of hand - that ‘Schlagt die Faschisten I’
was being too vigorously applied for the purposes of the leadership or the
good of the Party.

The resolution of 4 June, however, implied more than the simple
withdrawal of a slogan. As always, the positive elements of the new line
reflected a series of shifts in perception of the general political situation, the
advantages it offered and the strategy it dictated. The most important of
these was in the area of policy towards the Social Democrats.

On 28 February 1930, the Enlarged Presidium of the Comintern’s
Executive Committee met in Moscow to discuss the prospects for the new
year. It was asserted that the world crisis had entered a new phase; the
industrial nations were already one step closer to a revolutionary situation
than they had been at the time of the Tenth Plenum. But it was made clear
that they were not there yet.** The German Party was called upon above all
to renew its efforts to create a united front from below with Social
Democratic workers. Thilmann brought back from Moscow the message
that the KPD must abandon the attitude represented in its most extreme
form by the epithet ‘the little Zorgiebels’: the tendency to treat Social
Democratic rank and file, functionaries and leadership alike as the enemy,
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to alienate Social Democratic workers through words and actions and to
explain one’s own organizational inadequacies by reference to the
irredeemable corruption of the whole social fascist movement.*

Not only did the hope of winning over Social Democrats inform the
physical fight against the Nazis, but the idiom of the united front from below
began to be applied to the Nazis themselves. The resolution of 4 June
referred to a ‘work of differentiation and subversion within the camp of the
labouring followers of the fascist organizations’. Where previously the KPD
had looked to broad political campaigns to cut into the NSDAP’s electoral
reserves, the emphasis here is on immediate ideological confrontation with
members of the NSDAP. In these months, Communist observers began to
see National Socialism less and less as ‘a military organization of a few tens
of thousands of mercenaries of German capital’*> and more as a mass
movement, whose very growth, by drawing in restless and radical
elements, made it vulnerable to exposure and subversion.*®

Under these circumstances, uncoordinated violence against individual
Nazis could only be counter-productive. When the Central Committee met
in plenary session on 16 and 17 July, it criticized ‘passive toleration of the
terroristic measures of the state forces and the enemy front’, but its official
statement stressed ideological confrontation.*” Instructions went out to the
district organizations that Communists must seize every opportunity to
expose the reality of National Socialist policies in local agitation. They must
see to it that they were allowed to speak in Nazi meetings and challenge the
Nazis to defend their line in Communist meetings. One-to-one agitation was
to be facilitated through the indexing of names and addresses of local Nazis.
KPD speakers were expected to leave the physical fight in the background.*®

As the Central Committee met, a new budget was being debated in the
Reichstag. In view of the recent successes of extremist agitation, no party
which pretended to advocate the interests of the people could afford to take
responsibility for the hardships that the proposed economy measures would
place on unemployed and working people alike. The budget was rejected by
the combined votes of the Communists, National Socialists, Social
Democrats and part of the DNVP delegation. When the Chancellor issued
two emergency decrees under Article 48 of the Weimar Constitution
containing a package of financial and police measures, the Reichstag
nullified them by the same majority. On 18 July the Reichstag was
dissolved ; new elections were set for 14 September. In the parliamentary
vacuum that intervened, the Chancellor’s decrees were reissued.*®

The KPD saw in these events a sign that the ‘economic crisis’ was already
transforming itself into a ‘political crisis’. The representatives of the
bourgeoisie in government had taken the first steps towards the abrogation
of parliamentary democracy, and must, in the logic of the Communists,
continue along the road to fascist dictatorship. The answer was to place
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directly before the people the prospect of revolution as the only alternative
way out of the crisis, and to work towards that goal in day-to-day agitation
around immediate issues. The propaganda of dialogue with the Nazis
became an important element of the electoral battle carried on under the
slogan ‘Soviet star or swastika’.5°

The Party had not abandoned the wehrhafter Kampf, but its functions and
correct application were subject to differences of opinion and judgment. In
the Party journals, there was still room for heterodox positions, some
writers arguing that the offensive against National Socialism in all its
aspects was an unnecessary diversion from the broad revolutionary
campaign, others, that the sole value of the physical fight was as an outlet
for political aggressions frustrated by the modification of policy towards the
SPD.5t

In practice, the way in which the Party’s line on violence was interpreted
depended on both the pragmatic evaluation of political circumstances and
the personal inclinations of the speaker. The situation consequently varied
from one section of the Party to another. In Bremen, where KPD speakers
were fairly conscientious in encouraging moderation among the member-
ship, the police reported that Nazis and Communists could be seen
conversing amicably at public meetings. 52 It was otherwise in Berlin. There,
Heinz Neumann continued to use a provocative and inflammatory rhetoric
in his public speeches and Die Rote Fahne continued to print them. At a
meeting on 13 August, Neumann promised that the Communists would see
to it, ‘that the Third Reich lies not on earth but under it’ and reinforced his
remarks with vivid references to the impending revolution.* Wiirttemberg,
where neither KPD nor NSDAP was so self-confidently aggressive as in
Berlin, provided yet another picture. The Nazis’ avoidance of violence, even
when they had the numerical advantage, led the Communist organizer to
report:

Naturally the Nazis will soon have overcome this ‘peaceful’ period even in this area.
But for the time being ... one cannot simply apply the methods which are appropriate
to industrial areas. The precondition for a counter-terror on the part of the workers
in this case is generally the ideological exposure of the fascists. The breaking up of
meetings by Communists from outside the area without the involvement of local
workers has only hurt us.**

The multiplicity of semi-official voices within the Party, offering views on
the wehrhafter Kampf from different areas, levels and intellectual stances
suggests that the decision as to which way Party policy would finally go was
still to be made. It also illustrates the number of different considerations that
the central policy-makers had to take into account and how their view of
the situation must have differed from that of any single member or local
group. In September 1930 the leaders of the KPD were still watching to see
what the fruits of violence would be.
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14 September 1930 to March 1931
In the polling on 14 September, the KPD and the NSDAP were the only
gainers. But while the Communists improved their position by 1.3 million
votes, the Nazis surpassed all predictions, winning nearly eight times as
many votes as they had in 1928. With 107 seats the NSDAP had the second
largest delegation in the Reichstag. The SPD still had the largest, and the
Communists took third place with seventy-seven seats.

Within a week the Central Committee issued a questionnaire to the
district organizations ; they were asked to report on the measures taken in
carrying out the election campaign, their success, and Party response to the
election results. One of the things the Central Committee was interested in
learning was what effect, if any, fights with NSDAP members had had on
the election results. Not all the districts responded to this question, and the
answers received did not represent a mandate for violence. Halle reported
that the Nazis had been unable to make real gains in areas where physical
resistance had been organized as a ‘mass movement’ - to which the Central
committee in its final report added: ‘But the gains of the KPD are very
minimal.’ In Mecklenburg, the KPD made progress in all the towns where
confrontations had occurred - but the Nazis made even more. The District
Leadership related that in the strongly National Socialist town of Gnoien
Reichsbanner men too had been ‘beaten out of town with bloody heads’;
SPD, KPD and NSDAP had all gained votes. Thuringia and Southern
Bavaria showed no correlations between physical confrontation and
electoral success, while the KPD in Pomerania, where the National
Socialists’ gains were disproportionately high, claimed that the Communist
vote had suffered as a result of the ‘terror of the Nazis’. 55 Success in Berlin,
where the KPD won more votes than any other party, was attributed to the
achievement of the proper balance of ideological and physical offensives
under the watchful eye of the Central Committee. ¢

Allin all, the campaign to win voters from the Nazis had proved a failure.
The Central Committee conceded that in the ‘main struggle between XPD
and National Socialists, [the struggle] for hegemony over the labouring,
non-proletarian strata’, the NSDAP was still ahead: ‘The gains of the Nazis
mean in the first instance a mass-mobilization for the fascist counter-
revolution.’ The fear that recognition of the ‘monstrous threat’ would lead
to despair and panic among the Communist membership now became
explicit.5”

At the same time, the success of the Nazis heralded a deepening of the
political crisis. Already, the Communists might well reason, the forces of
revolution and counter-revolution were being consolidated, as the centre
fell away.® In this context, the united-front function of the defence
movement came again to the fore. At a meeting of Berlin functionaries,
Ernst Thidlmann argued that the Party had been right to concentrate its
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attack on the Nazis rather than the SPD: ‘In reality, the fight against the
fascist forces of the bourgeoisie, which shows our party to the Social-
Democratic workers as the only anticapitalist and antifascist force, is the
strongest support of their disengagement from the social fascist leaders.’>
The Party leaders predicted ‘an unavoidable struggle’ to follow within
the coming year upon the deepening of the economic crisis and the
sharpening of police terror. But the Comintern’s military-political expert
reminded readers that ‘the emphasis of this struggle does not yet lie on
physical combat with the fascists’. And during these weeks Thélmann
referred for the first time directly to ‘the propaganda, preparation and
carrying-out of the political mass-strike against the fascist attacks’.%
The last months of the year saw a recrudescence of inflammatory attacks
on the NSDAP, beginning with the Central Committee’s prediction on 6
October that a new wave of Nazi terror was in the offing. In Bernau, just
outside Berlin, on the seventeenth, eight people returning home from a
Communist meeting were shot and wounded by the SA. Die Rote Fahne
called it ‘a warning to the whole German proletariat, [to take up] the
wehrhafter Kampf against worker-murdering fascism’. ‘Schlagt die Fas-
chisten !’ reappeared briefly at the end of the month, when Heinz Neumann
once again reminded a Nazi audience that Communists would not hesitate
to defend themselves.! To a shooting attack by the notorious Sturm 33 of
the Berlin SA on a Communist gathering place Die Rote Fahne responded:
‘Through the whole of red Berlin there flows deep abhorrence and the firm
will... : we must put an end to the murderous incendiaries in the Nazi Party.’
It was announced that there would be a protest meeting the same evening.
That meeting was turned into an appeal to Social Democrats to join the
newly founded Kampfbund gegen den Faschismus. Walter Ulbricht directed
his remarks at the activist elements within the SPD whose dissatisfaction
with their Party’s policy on Nazi terror and with its instrument, the
Reichsbanner, had recently threatened to break out in open rebellion.%
Meanwhile, political events appeared to fulfil the KPD’s predictions of a
radically new situation. In reaction to the beginning wave of pay-cuts in
industry, 130,000 Berlin metalworkers struck for two weeks in October;
Walter Ulbricht greeted the strike as a ‘turning point’.%3 In the middle of th