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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 Weimnar Republic engaged in a highly
orpanized and often brotal form of gang warfare with their political
opponents, usually the National Soctalists. 1 have tried to show how it was
possible that members of the Commmanist 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 [ began my research on this theme, as a graduate student
in Cambridge, it was because 1 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)L 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 viclence® is simply one of a
ngmber 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 cenfury it has been the parties of the
working-ctass movement and their organized opponents who have
" provided the langueage 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’ sel-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 intc muech more general
problems of social and political life in the Weimar Republic,
Rut there is another reason why the focus of my research has shifted from
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the analysis of behavicur to the study of a movement, and it is one that I
share with growing numbers of my contemporaries in the historical
disciphine and the social sciences. The langer and more closely one examines
the politics of the XPD, the more intriguing it becomes. The importance of
the KPD in the history of the Welmar Republic has never been questioned,
even among scholars outside the DDR. For some thirty-five years after the
Nazt ‘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
Conmymunists’ policy underestimated the specific threat from the National
Socialist Party (NSBAP) and insisted that the primary attack be directed
against the Social Democrats (SPD}, the majority working-class party
known it KPD parlance as ‘social fascists’, As a conseduience, 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, 19508 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 2 puppet of Moscow, the KPD rank
and fe puppets or passive victims of their leaders - and the movementasa
whole presented an image of lifelessness and endless jargon-ridden tedinm. !
in the wake of the student movement of the late 1960s, accompanied as it
was by distllusion with the post-war version of Social Democratic politics
and renewed interest in revolutionary alternafives, younger German
scholars began to look mere closely at the rdle 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
Hitker - ceteris {as they never are} paribus - is still too rarely asked. But
people did begin to examine Comintern and KPY 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 took for sources of the division and hostility between Communists
and Social Democrats inherent in German economic and pelitical 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.?

My study of the Party’s efforts to organize and direct viclence against the
Nagzis, conceived as self-defence against the tervor 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 monoiith : the crifical examination of the forms
of day-to-day agitation employed by the KPD sutside the workplace to draw
in various sections of the popuiation. 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 fhrough, found that their heightened
sensitivity o 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 arfificial theoretical understanding of the nature of the working
class and of its own réle, but whichk 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 outstde those arising from the direct conflict between
capital and labour. This hasbeen my experience, and | think { hear itechoed
in the comuments of scholars who have studied such aspects of KPD policy as
its nnemploved agitation (which ¥ discuss in some detail in Chapter 2} and
its attitude to the ‘woman question’.*

i the fact that other historians are engaged on similar sorts of ventures
were sufficient 1o legitimize my own, my choosing to consider ‘what went
wrong’ with a very specific and Hmited element of Cornmunist policy would
hardly require an apclogy. Asit is, it muast be admitted that the lines of this
study, although clearly relevant, are stightly oblique to the great issues of
theory and practice associated with the KPE's use of termns like *fascism’ and
“social fascism’. The themes themselves permeate the narrative, of course,
and I have made some efiort to outling the issues for ¥nglish-speaking
readers unfamiliar with the literature ; but their significance and theoretical
mnplications are more the premises of the book than its subject. If ‘soctal
fascism’ i the problem, then i may appear simply perverse to focus on the
one area of policy in which the official Party line directed that Comnmunists
be harder on the Nags than on the Social Democrats. Buf there are other,
related and equelly significant problems that this book addresses. At the
very least, we want to know how the XPD worked, why it apparently
flourished and fnally fatied in all its avowed aims. The examination of a
form of activity that involved very palpable risks {though of different kindy)
to both rank and file and leadership brings out particularly clearly how the
KPDYs policy was formulated and Hs public image shaped in the
confrontation between a received theoretical Ene 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 movernent 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 resigtance to National
Soctalism and that in turn vields insighte into the ways persistent social and
economic crisis affected (and may agein affect} the conditions for collective
working-class action.

A study that aims to fulfil all these functions must not only take into
aceount but, initially at least, give equal weight to conditions at geveral
levely: 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, notleast,
the attitudes and forms of action ‘native’ to the Communist renk and fle.
The examination of what was going on at the lowest levels of the movement
calls for a case-study approach, and | 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. Broadiy
speaking, each of these perspectives also represents a frame-work for
formulating explanations of political viclence, so that this structure makes
i possible {0 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 sigonificance of political
viclence 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 resuliant of the respective
pressures of revolutionary theory and depressed economic conditions, It
also propeses a general model for the XPD¥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
Soctalists 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 vehtcles 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
constdered more closely in the second half of the book. Three chapters deal
in seccession 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 calture 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
int the biographies of a sample of Berlin streetfighters.

A research project this comphicated, 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 individoals. { am gratefuf
for the help I received from the stafis 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 10 use the prosecution files on which much of my study is based,
and {0 Herr Jirgen 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 subseguent visits. The combination of efficient
technical support and amused sympathy with which they responded to the
spectacle of a very small person trying 1o work threugh a very large piie of
doeuments in a very short time taught me why Berlin and the Berliners
have been regarded ss special by natives and visitors for a hundred yearsor
more. During 1975-6 1 was a fellow of the Institut fiir Buropdische
Geschichte in Mainz, Under the directorship of Professor Karl Otmar von
Aretin, the Institute provided the financial sapport, technicat facilities,
helpfui staff and milien of a friendly scholarly community that greatly
enhanced my first year of archival research in Germany. I have stmilar
reasons to be grateful to the Provost and Fellows of King's College,
Cambridge, where I was a rescarch student 1974-8 and Pellow from 1978
unti 1981,

Mine is a subject on which nearly evervbody has an opinion, and many
individuais have provided me with ideas and leads on sources in the seven
years since 1 began my research. it is impossible to thank them ail
individually, but their contribution is not forgotten. [ have learned
something from conversations with veterans of the Communist movement :
the Iate Otto Niebergall and Rosa Leviné-Meyer, and Margarete Buber-
Neumann. Peter Hoffmann, who supervised my undergraduate studies at
McGiHl 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 move than [ 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 thonghts into werds for the first time. Thim Mason, Francis
Carsten: and Dick Geary acted as examiners for the manuscript when it was
submitted, first as a fellowship dissertation and then as & 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,
heiped to make this book what i is. They have offered their ideas and
expertise as the gifts of friendship. While all these people may see something
of themseives in this book, its conception and conclusions, its idiosyncracies
and errors are entirely my responsibility.

My greatest debt is to sy mother, Ann Williams Rosenhaft. if this book is
anybody’s but mine, then it is hers,
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Introduction: Social crisis, radical
politics and organized violence in
Weimar Germany

i

if it were pesstble 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 baloony outside the diningroom of the Reichstag building en 9
November 1918 and prociaimed the ‘democratic republic’. Wiith Germany
near coliapse at the end of an exhausting war, her armed forces in a state of
mutiny and her monarchy on the verge of abdication, Schetdemarn
stepped into a power vacuum which, for the moment, made i possibie for
him and his colleagues to form a provistonal government and proceed to the
consolidation of the Republic. Similarly, the Republic’s demise was
signatlled by a series of political events, mostly within the broad bounds of
constiutionality, bloodless Iin themselves and evoking no signtficant violent
reaction. These culminated in Hitler’s appointment to the ChanceHorship in
January 1933 and six weeks later the passage by the Reichstag, against the
votes of the Secial Democrats, of the Enabling Act which effectively gave
Hitler dictatorial powers.

In fact, violence of aki kinds, both large-scale and individual, was endemic
to political Hfe in the Weimar Republic. Tt 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 conscicusness of that
fact. Those who, like Scheidemann’s SPD colleague Friedrich Ebert, saw
‘soctal 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 carme fo recognize in the viclent
events of succeeding years a sinmering threat of civil war that must not be
allowed to boil over at any cost. And from the earliest years of the Repaiblic

i
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the Communists were deeply implicated in the organization and practice of
viclence.

The Revolution of 1918 itself did not remain bloodless for long. In Berdin
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,
piayed a leading réle. The uprisings of 1919 were put down by government
troops and the volunteers of the right-wing Pretkorps, with considerable
loss of life. When a group of military officers under Generals von Kapp and
Lijttwitz 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
rajsing of workers’ militias, While the strike was successful in frustrating
the coup, the only prospect held out by the Soctal Dernocratic leaders who
were retined to power by the national resistance movement was that of
restoration of & republican status quo ante. In the Rubr and in Central
CGermany, members of the militias in their tens of thousands went into open:
revolt, demanding the socialist programmes and the improvemenis in
livinig and working conditions that the national upheaval and pegotiations
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 foliowing two years
witniessed the assassination of twe leading politicians (former Finance
Minister Matthias Brsberger and former Mindster for Reconstruction with
responsibility for foreign affairs Walter Rathenan) by right-wing terrorists.
And in 1921 the KPD, now a mass party following its merger with the

‘aajority 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 hyperinfation, movements of both the far left and the extreme
right openty prepared and carried out insurrectionary actions. Hitler’s ‘Beer
Hal 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
anviously about the ‘coarsening of political manners”. A pugnacity borne
andd encouraged chiefly by the radical opponents of the Republic made iiself
felt equally in the parliamentary chambers and in relations between
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neighbours of differing political parties.? Above al the strects, the arena of
increasingly frequent and large-scale political activity in a new era of mass
democracy, became the focus for 2 new form of political violence, to which
one historian has given the descriptive name Zusammenstoss (clash)-
violence.® This consisted of brawls between members of opposing parties,
arising sometimes out of spontanecus confrontations and sometimes ouf 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 possibie 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 Enterior Minister
issued a memorandum in which ke 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
regujar 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 Mirnistry could
certainty be extended by hundreds of cases.™

The groups most deeply involved in this kind of fighting were the
paramilitary auxillaries of the various parties, S In their conception and to
some extent in thelr 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-viclence. Within them, political militants were organized
into small, cohesive and mobile groups and - to a greater or lesser degree
depending on the organization in gquestion and Jocal circumstances—
trained in fighting methods. And the uniforms and badges that became the
accoutrements of political activism snder their acgis made the members of
opposing parties highly visible to one another, _

By the late twenties, the most lmportant of these organizations were the
Stahlhelm, the Sturmabtetung (Stormfroops, or SA) of the National
Socialist Party, the Reichsbanner Schwarz-Rot-Gold and the Communist
formations: Roter Frontk&mpferbund (Red Front-fighters’ League, RFB)
and, after 1929, the Antifaschistische Junge Garde {Young Antifascist
Cuard, AJG), Kampfbund gegen den Faschismus {Fighting-league against
Fascism) and secticns of a broad-based movement known as the Angi-
faschistische Aktion (Antifascist Action). Of these the Stabhlhelm, an inde-
pendent militant veterans’ organization closely associated with right-wing
conservatism, was the oldest ; it had been founded in 191 8. The SA, created
as a military marshal4roopin 1921, drilled and trained for participation in
Hitler’s Patsch of 1923 and was re-established with propaganda and
defennce functions after Hitler’s release from prison in 19235, The Reichs-
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banner came into being as a joint enterprise of the Social Democratie,
Democratic and Centre Parties in February 1924, Intended to provide a
militant (though largely propagandistic) defence of the Repubiic in the face
of persistent right-wing paramifitary activity, the Reichsbanner carne to be
dominated by Soctal Democracey in its later years. The RFB was conceived in
the summer of 1924 both as a way o compete with the evident popularity
of the Reichshanner and as a means of keeping together and channeiling
the energies of the men who had joined the troops known as Proletarian
Hurdreds during the revolutionary movement of 1923, While the RFB had
very extensive propaganda functions, in addition to those of paramilitary
tralning and physical defence, the post-1929 Communist organizations
piaced specific emphasis on agitation against National Socialism and on
self-defence agatnst the SA.

'This shift in the functions of the Communist paramilifary organizations
after 1929, which will be examined in detail in Chapter 4, reflects the way
irx 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 1o become both a terrifying fact of daily life in some areas of
Germany and a central issue in netional politics. Puring the years of
economic depression and political crisis that preceded Hitler’s ‘bloodiess’
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 vears
involved developments both i1 economic life and at every level of politics, Tt
arose ocut of a combination of international conditions and unresolved
prebiems pecullar to the German situation that had begun to make their
appearance as early as the mid-1920s. (ermany’s recovery from the
disastrous economic effects of war and inflation after 1923 was accom-
panied by redical changes in the character of the industrial labour market.
The hguidations 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 alf but a minority of the most highly skied workers
dispensabie. 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 insarance.” 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
Demaocrats that had emerged between 1917 and 1919 was reindorced by
increasing divergences between the interests of different sections of the
working class: between the employed and the unemployed and, more
gpecifically, between the highly skilled and refatively seeure minority and
the fluctuating industrial population of the semi-skiled. 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-soctalist 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 fo 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 Bepression accelerated the process of dissolution of the tre-
ditional forms of politics. A general political mobitization at the grass-roots
level coincided with a retreat from the institutions of representative
government and the increasing use of reprassive 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
unemployiment insurance system, which had increased sharply since the
enset of the Depression the previous autumn, ied to the resignation of the
coaiition government led by the Social Democrat Hermann Miéller. His
successor as Chancellor, the Centre Party’s Heinrich Britning, regarded it es
his Birst 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 8 majority in the Retchstag 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 1o dissolve the
Reichstag and institute Brining's policy by presidential decree.” This was
the first step on the road to the svstem of ‘presidential government’ in
which, under the Chanceliorships of Briining and his successors, Franz von
Paper and Kurt von Schieicher, all major policy measures (and a good
many entively 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 muzezle the political press.

The moebilization of the grass rootfs 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 efection 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 calied itself socialist while declaring its implacable opposition
to Marxism i all its forms, won large nambers 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 movemenis 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 ptib {o the parents’ associations in
the state schools.

With the activation of the major radical parties, Zusammenstoss-violence
bhegan to spread at an alarming rate and to take on a2 new character. For the
period 1924-9, the casnally figures provided by the parties themselves
bespeak a persistent but by no means catastrophic conflict. The National
Socialists clabmed thirty killed by the Communists during those years and
1241 wounded in 1928 and 1929 alene. According te XPD sources,
“fascists’ (apart from the police) kifled ninety-two workers and wounded
239 more between the end of 1923 and the beginning of 1930. One
estimate placed the dead of the Stahthelm, 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
tnjaries 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
tegad 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 frst haif of 1932, and over 18,000
cases of injury in 1930 and 1931, Between 1929 and 1933 nearly three
tirnes as many Social Democrats died as in the preceding five vears; all of
these killings after 1929 were atiributed to the National Socialists. "

Affer 1929 the authorities, t00, began to monitor these developments
more ciosely. 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 itemived in separate Hsts, 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 foliowed in the other federal states, so that there
are figures available to check against the party sources, although these too
are incompiete. Three hundred dead in the past year was the figure
proposed by the Reichstag Deputy Henneson 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 pecople had been killed
since January and 186 seriously wounded in clashes ‘chviously’ stemming
from the Communists and another three killed, eight fatally wounded and
seventy-eight seriously hurt in brawls started by National Secialists.'
October and November of that year saw twenty-one reported killed and
1138 wounded in all of Germany ; of the dead, fourteen were Nazs, six
Communists, one & 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 fghts with Reichsbanner members «~ 206 Reichsbanper and
SPD (194 in cases against the Nazs) and 579 Communists, 547 of whom
were suspected of crimes against the Nazis.™ Between January and
September 1932, the Prussian ferritories alone yeported seventy Nazi and
fifty-four Communist, ten Social Demeocratic and twenty-one ‘other’ dead. *?

Subject to ali 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 ‘a2 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 conguest 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 foree against both the socialist parties. ' The choice of specific targets
would be determined by whether SPD or KPD was the predominapt party in
a given area. The situation of the Communists was mere complicated. After
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1928 the KPD maintained a political analysis that dictated that its members
oppose with equeal vigour the ‘fescists” and the ‘soctal fascists® (althongh the
" prescription was primarily for political, rather than physicel confrontation).
Yet it appears that Communists restricted the practice of physical violence
during this period largely to the Nazs, 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 invelvement of varfous groups in Bghting, as either attackers or
defenders, or as an indicator of the extent to which numbers of any given
group risked arrvest 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 atternpls 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
cconomic 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 fnally a form of labour service,®

During 1932 the guestion 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 8A and its élite stster-corps
the S8 were dissolved by decree, and a few days later, in a gesture to equity,
President Hindenburg ordered that all paramilitary organizations open
their beoks to the awthoritles on pain of dissolution and banned the
Communists” atheist leagues. After Brilning’s fali 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 hune.
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. 1035 of the 155 victims of political violence
in Prussia in 1932 fell in June and July aione. On 9 August special courts
were established and the death penaity 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 fo suppress
violence as a pretext for very much more significant attacks fom above on
the constitutional order. On: 17 July 1932, fifteen people were killed when
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SA dernonstrators, members of defence units of the XPD's Antifaschistische
Aktion and police clashed in the Hamburg working-class suburb of
Altona.?® Von Papen saw in these events an opportunity to pat into effect a
plars 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 Commnissioner
responsible directly to the Reich; Berlin and Brandenburg were placed
ander 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’.?* Atthe high court sessions in which the
deposed cabinet sued for comfirmation that the Reich’s action was
anconstitutional, debate revolved around mortality figures and the gues-
tion of how near Prussia had come to civil war.?2 And in the last months
before Hitler was made Chancelior, the extent to which the radical parties
were ready and willing to collaborate in an all-out opposition o 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 fowards the creation of a new kind
of constitutional order, without granting Hitler the leading rdle in
government that he demanded.

At the level of local communities, too, the fighting between the parties
added a new element to soclal 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 Silesta, for
example, there developed a kind of war of positions ; the activists on either
side used threats and viclence to prevent meeting-halls under their control
from being opened to thelr opponents. In the smaller localities this could
mean the paralysis of political life,?* In other areas, like the large industrial
cities, the overall resulis were not so drastic before 1933, but the objects of
the fighting were similar and the emotions it aroused egually strong. The
way in which the viclence of the crisis years was enmeshed with local
structures of power and drew Hs cnergy from local concerns, is best
Blustrated by an examination of the pattern of Sghting in a skagle 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,

H |

in the 1920s Germany’s capital had some four million inhabitants, nearly
haif of whom were dependent on industry for their livelihcods, Porty-one



10 Beating the Fascists?

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 emploved large
nurnbers of women in small shops or at home, was also a major industry. In
addition, as a metropelitan area in which both manufacturing and
distributive operations were important fone guarter of the population lved
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.

The working-class population was concentrated in the north and east of
the city, with significant pockets in the cenire. Arcund the pre-industrial
sioms of the old city, Berlin-Mitte, radiated biock upon block of tenements
buiit just after mid-century and to accommodate the workers who had
flooded in during the boom vears after 1870, These made up Berlin’s
‘elassic’ working-class areas: Wedding and Prenzlaver Berg to the north,
Friedrichshain o the east, Neukdlin, Kreugberg 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 clags, Already critical in the nineteenth
century, this shortage was not eagsed by the reform measores and falling
birth-rates of the Welmar 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 stil without a home of their own, while a further
47,000 Hved i attic or cellar Hlats or emergency housing of various kinds.
Personal and family Bfe moved out into the courtyards, the pavements and
the parks.

The character of the housing market in Withelmine Berlin wag such that
the proletariat was always on the move, from dwelling to dwelling, looking
for a cheaper place to Hve, {rying 10 evade paying the rent or suffering the
consequences of heing unable to pay. Heinrich Zille’s drawings reming us
time and again of this mebility, in his depictions of the first of the month, the
streets crowded with carts full of furniture, of families slipping ont just
ahead of the rent collector, of Trockenwohner, wheeling their worldly goods
from one freshly plastered houase to another, ondy to be turned cut each time
as the plaster dried and made the house legaily fit for habitation,?® Bven in
this period, however, there is evidence that allegiance to a neighbourhood
was very strong in spite of the necessity of constantly moving aronnd. 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, althoagh ‘the
wearker often moved from one fat to another ..., he preferred {0 stay in the
same neighbourhood [Stadtteil].?® Between the tam of the centuary and
1933 aseries of events and measures affected the stability of the traditional
working-class neighbourhoods. There were two waves of suburban migra-
tion. The frst 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
wrban renewal programmes in the inper-city districts, which were well
under way though not everywhere completed by the mid-twenties. * At the
same time, the clicumstances 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
rapidiy drying plaster and, more important, the general decline in mobility
enc¢ouraged by the sharpening of the housing shortage and compounded by
state rent comirols. The situation became more Huid 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
1933.%

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 fand still denotes in Berlin slang)
a neighbourhood within a neighbourhood, a coherent community with its
own habits and attitudes, usiually marked off from the surrounding district
by some particular physicaf 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 {o the crystallization of such communities in the
olé¢ proletarian areas: high-density tenements packed together between
broad boulevards. The use of the term Kiefz, which, as we shall see, had
itsed become highly politicized by the 1930s, reflects a very high degree of
locat self-consciousness and allegiance to the neighbourhood. 32

Allegiance to the neighbourhood was not a matter purely of sentimentor
sociabitity. 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 transpori-workers’
sirike of 1910, which began in a finn in Moabit, was sustained by the
willingness of the local residents and shopkeepers, not only to join in noisy
demenstrations which were remembered long after the issues of the strike
were forgotien, but also to provide food, biankets and shelter for the
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strikers. ¥ At other times, the neighbourhoed 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.® The practice of combined
strikes and demonstrations on the frst of May, in which more and more
Berlin workers took part every vear during the Withelmine period, despite
official trade-union opposition, was one that recognized the workers’
presence in the stveets as a positive complement to their withdrawal from
the workplace,®

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 fo 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
movemnent, and the tensions between them:

The sofe bulwark of the proletarian’s political feedom ... is the tavern ... the only
place witere the lower classes can congregate and discuss their common problems,
Without the tavers the German proletarian has not only ne secial, bt also no
political life ... Should the temperance movement succeed ... in persuading the mass
of German workers to aveid the tavern, and, outside the workplace, to concenirate
or: that family lfe portrayed to them in such glowing terms ... the cobesion of the
proletariat would be broken, it would be reduced to a mass of atoms, disconnected
and consequently incapable of resistance. ¥

Kautsky's point -~ and he was arguing from the experience of the recently
rescinded Socialist Law - was that the workers must fight fo mainfain
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
determinediy 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 mowdd in
which working-class experience was formed. At the same time, # 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 lfe were contested. With universal manhood suffrage,
moreover, the residential area, as electoral district, became a political unit
as well. Through the activities of & Social-Democratic movement concerned
equally with the transformation of working-cless life and the winning of
votes all these themes came together to form an image of the working-class
nelghbourhood i 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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revolation of 1918/19, The Party’s claimg began with the city Hself. In
Berlin the Party had been horn and received its baptism of fire; there s
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, nixmbering some 15,0060 members in 1927, One tenth
of all German Communists lived in the city, and in the last efection of the
Weimar Republic nearly & third of Berlin's voters chose the KPD.* ‘No one
who did not live through that time in our ranks’, writes the former KPD
mifitant and novelist Georg Glaser of his first arrival in the city from his
Khenish home-town,

e&n imagine what Berlin, the reddest of all cities on earth ouiside the Soviet Unton,
meant (o me .. Ewandered through the streets for five or six days. 1 asked my way
around and could speak the famous names of ... Wedding, Eichtenberg, Neukélln
only with ernotion. Tiooked for builet-holes in every wall. ¥ stared into the faces of all
passershy, for I was convinced that an eve that had once jocked over a barricade
must be changed for all time.®

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
ts already becoming the hegemon in the working.class neighbourhoods of
Berlin.”*

{t 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 maijor electrical works employing over 60,000 people, as well as
of large brewerics, tanneries and engineering works, Wedding had a
working-class popuiation 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 voles 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 KD 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 handfizl 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 Neukolin. 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 revelution were buried. Its
empioyment 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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saburbs in the southeagt of the city, had had a working-class settlement
since s fonnding as a weavers’ colony in the eighteenth century. In the
Weimar period, s working population was representative of most of the
Berlin trades. Akkhough the KPD did not begin to win electoral majorities
there until 193{), Neukdlln was a keystone in the Berlin Communist
organization. It was reportedly the seat of the largest RFB division in
Germany, menbering some 2000 men. 2

At least as important as Nenkdiln was Berlin Mitte, the city centre. Here
the shims of the old city vied for space with the centres of gevernment and
commerce. Alexanderplatz was the site of Police Headguarters and the focus
of Bertin’s less glamorous night-life ; on Bilow-Platz stood Kari-Fiebknechi-
Haus, the headguarters 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 Commuznism, 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, Priedrichshain, Neukdlln and Mitte, there were Prenzlauer Berg,
Kreuzberg and the industrial sgburhs of Lichtenberg, Retnickendorf and
Weissensee, *¥

Most of these areas, even the ones which showed a general patiern of
Communist sympathy, had their special Communist enclaves, identifiable
as Kietze. In Wedding and Neukéln, these were identified with the streetsin
which barricades were set up against the police during the disturbances of
May 1929, to be described in Chapter 2 : in Wedding the Kdsliner Strasse,
in Neukdiin the twelve blocks bounded by Jagerstrasse, Bergstrasse, Kopfe
strasse and Hermannstrasse.*® The Fischerkiets, the area on and surround-
ing the southeast end of the istand on which the former royal palace stood,
was another Commurnist centre ; with its warrens of courts and back alleys
it provided cover against police interference for all kinds of activities.*¢ A
Hitle further north, still in Berlin-Mitte, lay the Lintensirasse and the area
fust north of the Biilow-Platz, where the old Jewish ghetto ended and a
eoncentration of preletarian housing, small shops and fransport 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 headguarters, not far away in
the Miinzstrasse.¥ In Kreuzberg it was the section south of the Gnelsenau-
strasse that constituted a red Kietz, but there was a significant Communist
presence in the streets round about the Gorlitz Station as well.*®

The working-class sections of largely middle-class districts were also
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recognized as Cormnmunist pockets. Moabit, the section of the Tiergarten
district north of the River Spree, was dominated by the works of
the Aligemeine Elektrizitéits.-Gesellschaft and machine<ool, munitions
and chemical factories. The streets nearest the factories-the
‘Beusselkietz’ ~ were strongholds of the KPD during the Welrnar Republic.®
Schiéneberg had s ‘Rote Insel” or ‘Red land’, in the shadow of the gas-
works, between the railway lines south of the Anhajt Station, and the
district just south of the Charloitenburg Palace was known as ‘Little
Wedding’. %

At the best of thmes, the KPD leadership was ambivalent about the Party’s
refationship to these netghbourhood 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 systern rested, were the principal objects and
arenas of the class struggle. Blectoral politics was at best of secondary
importance. Bven 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-clags action. If the
grievances and means of redress characteristic of the proletariat outstde the
warkplace had traditionally been an important complement $o 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 serni-skilied and
unskilied 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 iost both its
refevance and its effectiveness under these circumstances. More than ever,
proletarian groups weze likely to draw their understanding of political and
economic conditions {rom 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 ouiside the
workplace: such direct econormic power as consumers wield, the use of
phivsical force, and the mobifization of existing local strictures of power and
influence.



16 Beating the Fascists ?

Even before the mass imemployment of the Depression yvears extended
these conditions to embrace masses of workers, the areas that the XPD
claimed as its strongholds had populations that were peculiarly subject to
the inflzences of locality. One of the effects of suburbanization was fo siphon
off the more prosperous sections of the working class from the “traditional’
projetarian neighbourhoods. Most of the districts that were ‘left behind” in
the process of suburbanization in Berlin wers also those that, in the mid-
19208, housed disproportionately high numbers of the least gqualified
workers: Wedding, Krenzberg, Friedrichshain, Mitte, the Tiergarten district
in which Moabit lay, and probably the older sections of Neukdin® -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 supgested by the fact that in
al 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,
commumicable disease and death from tubercuiosis. These were also the
districts that made the greatest demands on the time and resources of the
public welfare agencies.*? In Neukdlln in 1929-30, numbers of people
equivalent to the district’s entire working-ciass population were processed
through the vartous sections of the state system of social services. They
incluaded applicants for unemplovment insarance and mumicipal 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 individuzls 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
plaved & réle in working-class life.

The incidence of erime in Commmunist-dominated areas is more probliema-
tic. There is no statisticai evidence that would make it possible to draw
conciusions about officially registered erime rates in various sections of
Berlin, but the anecdotal evidence is compelling. ™ Organized crime
syndicates operated in Berlin-Mitte, in the proletarian sections of Schine-
berg, in ‘Little Wedding’, and around the Silesian station in Friedrichshain
fan area held to be generally unsafe, as were the environs of the Stettin
Station, Mitte), Neukolln, 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 Vorwdarts reported that the
Skalitzer Strasse especially, ‘appears to be suffering a regular reign of terror
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from bandits, who lie int wait for passersby af night, attack and rob them’ Of
the Linienstrasse, Vorwdrts wrote: ... even before the War ... policemen
went in pairg’, In 1927 the sections of Neukdlln that incdluded Hermann.
strasse, Berliner Strasse and Bergeirasse was plagued by ‘rowdies’. And
attacke and robberies in and around the Késliner Strasse gave rise to
repeated compilaints during the twenties, Vorwdrts 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 7 Reflected in these images of ¢criminality is the existence of local
networks of power, resting on both economic and physical foree (organized
crime), a certain readiness to wse violenice in pursuit of particular goals, &
tack of respect lor the official structures of authority, and, atthe 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 Hself.

This is not to say, however, that every member of sach of the
communities in guestion took part in such activities. Indeed, it is quite
conceivable that the crimirality 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 appealtoa
single socialist tradition, places like Wedding were not the same kind of
neighbourhoods they had been when Wilhehnine Social Bemocracy had
claimed them. Because they were no longer the only areas where workers
could bve, 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. i the old proletarian areas had never been anything other than
mixed, in ferms even of the representation of various occupational and
status groups i 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 gualified and articulate workers, for whor 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 developmends of the twentieth century symbolized
adivergence 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 ~ wheo still represented the bare majority
of workers in al of them ~ thereby sharpening the sense of distance and
hostifity 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 int various ways provided a voice for
the least experienced, least well-organized and most tli-paid of the
proletariat,” Another resuit 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-clags and socialist culture émost notably the
taverns) to some extent depended. This process was catastrophically
accelerated by the conditions of worldwide Depression.

Al 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
socialy homogeneous. Even predominantly proletarian areas comprise
groups of people - shopkeepers, landlords, publicans, policernen, resident
or habitually on the scene - whose interests are different from those of their
customers, fenants, patrons or charges, as well as occupational groups
whose attitudes and aspirations diverge. Even i the Communist Party had
not had to compete with Social Pemocracy for the allegiance of the workers,
as the circumstances of its formation made inevitable, its power to confrol
what went on in the neighbourhoods would never have been unchalienged.

It was the raising of just such a challenge by the NSDA? that led to
spiralling violenice in Berlin, and the fighting between Nags and Comru-
nists developed around the institutions of working-class life in the
neighbourhood and along the fssures that existed within it. The National
Socialists made the penetration of the KPP’s neighbourhood strongholds
the first goal of thelr activities in Berlin, presenting their actions sometimes
as a campaign of conguest against enemy territory and sometimes as a
crusade to ‘free’ the neighbourhood from the ‘criminal terror’ of the
Commurists. 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
paramiiitary 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 & locking towards working-class and
anti-bourgeois elements as a recruiting-ground was already apparent in the
SA. The leader of the embryonic NeukéHn section of the NSDAP, Reinhold
Muchow, deliberately imitated Comrounist 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 XPD:



Svcial crisis, radical pelitics and organized vislence 19

This rneans nothing less than the frst attempt to press forward, littde by fittde, into
the stropgest and most inportant bhubwarks of Compnunist domination ..., o
undermine them and soften them up ... Berlin National Socialists almost without
exception devote their energies to the conguest of the German workers {they are fed
up with the bourgeoiste of all descriptions). ™

Fo this contesting of the KPE's traditional constituency Joseph Goebbels
added a terriorial challenge when he was appointed Gauleiter for Berlin the
feHowing November. Under his leadership, the National Socialists’ declared
‘assault on Berlin® began with a series of rowdy meetings in the industrial
southwest of the ¢ity.®® On 1] 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 bourgeots class-state’. Pour people were hurt
in the brawling between Nauis, police and counter-demonstrators, both
inside the hall and in the surrovnding streets, that accompanted 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 frain which developed into a general
méiée when the train pulied inte the Lichterfelde-Ost station where
members of beth parties were waiting to meet it. Afterwards, the Nagis
regrouped outside the station and spent the evening roaming uncontrolled
around the city’s West End, Event the police, not ordinarily sympathetic to
the Commumnists, regarded the incident as the responsibility of the SA. Onits
results Muchow reported, with very little exaggeration:

AR over the car lie splinters of glass, pools of bloed, bits of wood and over 204 stonies.
The first to be pulled out is a civilian: the Communist Landtag-Deputy Paud
Hoffmann. His face is a shapeless bloody mass, One of the actuasl wire-pullers, whom
you canr'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 dlegality, the Berlin $A in carly 1928 had about 800
mermbers in nineteen sections. This compared with about 11,000 RFB
members. ® In this year there developed withie the Berlin S A the institution
of the Sturmiokal, 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 heid their functions in the taverns ; these were the focus of the
Berlin resident’s public Ie. Some of these taverns would certainly have
gained the reputation of Naw hangouts in the early vears. Bui the
Sturmiokal 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 outnurmbered SA by this kind of
total environment gave the Sturmiokal the character of an operational base,
a fortress in enemy territory: ‘Sturmlokal, that s, 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 afier strenuous
service’.5? Between 1928 and 1933, and especially after 1930, the
Sturmlokate not only increased in number but moved closer and closerto 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 Nag penetration of Commaunist territory.

Fhe Communmist Party’s response to the propaganda of challenge was to
adept and amplify the image of the SA-man as invader in Hs 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
Conmamunist areas, was misieading. By the early 1930s, at the latest, SA-
men in working-class neighbourhoeods 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
abie for the first time to elect thirteen city and fourteen district counciiors,
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
Tuly 1932 brought the NSDAP nearly thirty per cent of the votes in the city,
at a thme 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 Sturmilokal 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
MEte. 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 ope In
which such inflaence as the Party had was being most vigorousty, and fo
some extent successfully, contested.

Within the framework of claim and challenge, events in Berlin followed a
development similar to thatin the courttry at large. The records of the Berlin
public prosecutor, although by no means comprehensive, suggest the
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changing dimensions of the problemn:% 576 reporfed cases of vioklent
confrontation betweers mermbers of opposing political groups {inclading
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 st under one-third of those cases involved
clashes between Nagzis and Communists; for the years from 192940 1933,
the proportion was just about three quarters.

Daring 1931, and evers more 1932, the police received a large number of
reports that could not be confirmed ; in some areas, the claim, 1 was
attacked by the Communists’, becamne & handy excuse for the roving
paterfamilias returning home half-consgcious after a night on the town or for
the petty criminal caught out in the aftermath of some non-political violent
incident.5" This is a reminder that statistics can be misleading. Indeed, none
of the varistions in the reported incidence of Zusanmmenstoss-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 viclence that appear during the Depression years are themsebves
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 vear the head of Department A, 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. s

The fighting was also becoming more brutal. The Police Chief, Albert
CGrzesinski, writes of how ‘ordinary brawls had given way to murderous
attacks’; he dates the beginning of a spiralling series to political murders
from the kiling of the Communist Heimannsburg in May 1930.%° By
November of 1931, twenty-nine people had died: twelve Communists, six
National Socialists, one Stahthehn 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 asscctated with changes in the shape of violence. The breaking-
up of public meetings, indoor brawls and spoatancous 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, eastly identifiable by their clothing or the literature they were
distributing, these forms of viclence predominated. But at the same time
there developed an undercarrent of evervday brutality, a peculiar pattern
which included mot only series of reciprocal attecks on taverns and
headguarters, but alsc less obviously formal kinds of violent confrontation,
oftex armed, that can be loosely described as streetfighting. This kind of
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fighting appeared to have a dyaamic of its own. In june of 1930, the 8A
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 altimately to blame in the tangle of allegiances that informed the
confict in the city’s centre:

Between the fliowers of the KPD and of the NSDAY in the so-called “Fischerkietz’ ...
there rages an embittered smakl-scale war, in which the parties constantly insult,
threaten and attack one another, without its being possibie 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 neighbourheod solidarity and of
the assault on the cormmunity. While the sense of threat and disruption
generated by the 8A presence was to be found in afl working-class areas by
1932, the prosecutor’s records suggest a patiern of geographical cen-
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-NSPAP clashes in any single
district was four, in Tempethof, Between 1929 and 1933 Friedrichshain,
Mitte, Neukdlin and Kreuzberg head the list of trouble-spots, in that order.
Wedding comes seventh after Schoneberg and Tiergarten. The apparent
relative peacefulpess of so politicaily 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 moay have beep an actual
consequence of the relative stability of an area which, as a whole, was both
more heavily proletarian and more solidly Comununist thae any other; the
district’s official historian has remarked that the Weddinger of 1933, 80 far
from being a Natiopal 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 & confest for actual control of
specific institations ; this will become clearer in Chapter 5. At the level of
individaal cases, the mesh between the political fight and the mobilization
of local concerns and power structures in the context of particalar social
and economic conditions is still more apparent, One Hlustration of thisis the
case of the murder of Horst Wessel. The case has the disadvantage of
inviling 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 il interesting from our point of view is that the
murder of one Nazi theg by members of a Communist squad and their
associates involved three distinet but by no means separate stories.”™

At the time he was shot, i January 1930, the former student Horst
Wessel was involved in a series of disputes. Flrst, 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 Priedrichshain where he lived, made him generally hated by the local
Comrmunists. Second, the prostitution of the woman he was living with had
brought him inte conflict with local pimps, who had the backing of one of
the organized crivne syndicates {Ringvereine) in the area. Finally, the fact
that he had a woman Hving 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 fo Wessel (as well a¢ 8 useful
addition to her income} if bis own ‘sub-tertant’ did not pay rent. She made
repeated requests to this effect, and finally demanded that Wessel’s
companion either pay rent hersell or move out. She was answered with
obstinate refusal and finally with threats. Wessel’s landlady was the widow
of a Communigt, 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 outa
group of former RPB men who called themselves ‘Sturmabteibung Mitte’ in
thetr 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 shotin a fight in which Wessel was assumed to have
been: involved. Af their trial, these defendants claimed thai their intention
had been to talk things over with Wessel and, il necessary, forcibly evict
him. At this point the third element of Wessel’s sitnation came into
operation. The Communists sent a messenger to a nearby tavern to ask a
local tough by the name of Al Hithler to help them out. 1t 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
milled off in our district without [ was in it’. More important, Wessel was
known to be armed, and the Communists knew that Hohler had a gun.
Also, as Héhler rapidly discovered, he had his own dispute with Wessel,
since he was himse¥ a pimp and Ringverein member. In the event, it was
Hoéhier who did the shooting.

L1}

The murder of Horst Wessel involved three events: the settlement of a
dispute arising within an upofficial and indeed illegal economy by meanson
the whole famiitar (o the underworld; the attempt to remedy a material
grievance, made acute by the structure of the bBousing market and the
genersl 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 contfext’ 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 frue, 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 KPP rank and file at this time. In etther case, during the
late 1920s and early 1930s, specific political labels provided the spur {0
violence and its rationale.

The ideological posture and organizational style of the National Socialists
were such as to make physical vielence an acceptable and encouraged
clement of party life, especially in the $A. Bui the parlicipation of
Communists in the ‘battle for the streets’ was more problematic, since their
leaders and spokesmen nationally were distinetly ambivalent about
activities of this kind. The KPD leadership was not free to formulate its
policies as a shmple response to events that bore directly on the rank and file
of the [abour movement, The Party’s character as an organization of tens of
thousands whick pertodically 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-conscicusness 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
as inberited from Marx and Engels, transformed by Lenin and interpreted by
the ideologues of the Comintern. Ang from the mid-1920s the members of
the Comintern Bxecutive (BCCl) intervened with increasing directness fo
guide the activities of the Ruropean Communist Parties.” This made it
possible for those parties to be mobilized in the interests of the mternal and
foreign policies of the Soviet leadership. More generally, it meant that the
activities of the German Party were subject o 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 detall 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 KPE were dominated by
the view of the Comintern analysts that Western capitalism had entered a
“Third Period’ of development, in which it would be possibie 1o “organize a
revolutionary situation’ in Germany. Although this analysis foresaw a
crisis of the kind that did in fact develop in Germany, 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 “Fhird Period” were couched primarily in terms of action
within the factories and agitation among the workers, specificaily among
mernbers 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 mmust take up their cause or lose them. Andit
is postible to locate three areas of KPD policy in which a tactic of viclent
response to Naz terror could be accommeodated. 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 Dermocrats
and Communists, and the Party that responded most vigorousiy could hope
to win support from both. The second was the Party’s approval of ali 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 Zusammensfoss-violence coincided with
spontaneons 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’
pursited by the Party during the Depression. Without abandoning its
conviction of the primacy of the factories, the XPD leadership came to view
activities within the neighbourhood as legitimate. The continued ties of the
KPT} to residential areas and its long.standing but rather shamefaced
practice of agitating around non-workplace concerns were mobifized and
developed so that the Communist movement more or less deliberately
adopied and lepitimized 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 unemplovment affected the possibilities for
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working-class action, represents 1 direct ok between the neighbourhood
structuires around and through which streetfighiing developed and the
Party in whose name it was carried on.

This link proved problematic as the KPD leadership began to gualify ity
approval of fighting back. Onee 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 ‘wehrhafier
Kampf gegen den Faschismus’, became a subordinate part of a much wider
struggie against fascism. This demanded that physical violence be tempered
with poltticat argunmend. 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 physieat action. Consequently the KPD
leadership drew a digtinction between an ideal of ‘mass terror’ and
‘ndivideal terror’, gang.style or individual acts of vicienee against the
MNazis, which it condemned, But each attemnpt to introduce a modification in
the wehrhafter Kampf et with resistance, and by the end of 1931 sections of
the movement were in open revolt over the leadership’s attemnpt to suppress
‘individual terror’ once and for all. Those who revolted were the groups
most deeply invelved 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 Berlip streetfighters themselves suggests several reasons for their
discontent, and alsc that what appeared tc be a single impulse to resistance
within the Party organization arcose ouf of several different sets of
experience and expectation. Not ieast of the problems in relations between
feadership and rank and file was the different views they had of the fight.
The leadership evaluated its importance and effectiveness in the light of
pational 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 dernands of theoretically correct
and systematic organization and the need to maintain popular agitation
and actlon at a constant high pitch. Fxpressed as a contradiction between
propaganda and reasoned policy, this made the actual position of the KPD
leadership unclear and added to the considerabie difficuities of translating
the offictal analysis into practice. There existed a similar tension between
the policy of the Party’s politicai leadership and the attitudes purveyed and
encouraged within the Communist defence organizations, operating with
thetr 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 Kempf as a fightin
and for the peighbourhood that reinforced “individual terror’ in Berlin.
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Ameong the streetfighting rank and file, some, especially older militants
show signs of being motivated by ideag abont the revolufionary fight
against fascizm and images of national political developments absorbed
from KPDrarguments 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 te intolerable circumstances, appear to have seen the fight
against fascism almost entirely In terms of answering the threat that the SA
posed o their freedom of movement and way of Hife. Their social attitudes
and orgamizational Hfe ave characterized by the coexistence of party-
polifical 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 utibity the KPI} acknow-
iedged by atfempting to recrnit from the Berlin vouth gangs or cliques.
Similarly, the analysis of the biographies of a group of streetfighters shows
them to have been people with particularly strong local Hes who would
have responded to the KPIYs neighbourhood-based apitation ! overwhebn.
ingly young, Bving 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 bighly localized or
which had a culture of physical strength and violence, and subject in their
daily Hves to the infrusions of the pelice and other public agencies.

The question, “why do members of a party resist the policies of their
leaders?’ may seem a nonsense to anyone whe has studied political
movemnents, since i rests on an idea of absolirte obedience that evaporates
as soon ag it is examined. But just such assumptions have informed the
historiography of German {(and iaternational} Communism, and this
reflects the fact that an ideal of rigid party diseipline was central to the
KPI¥s own selfiimage. The festimony of Party veterans indicates that for
many militants the breaking of discipline, when not unthinkable, was a
difficult and painful step taken only ag a last resort™-although one of the
conciusions of this work must be that at certain times and in certain places,
in the absence of democrafic 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 fo elucidate a series of coniradictions specific to the KPD. But whiie
their consequences were particularly dramatic in the context of the Party’s
seif-image, the ambigaities of the Communist movement were not 5o
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
mmong Commenists, 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 o various forms of direct,
exira-legal self-help, all characterized by the exercise of physical force, In
this chapter some of those methods will be described and thelr 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
teadership, 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 possibie to see the Party’s viclent agitation as the
product of a specific conjuncture of sociai and political cireimstances. The
exercise of physical force, as a form of the street-politics being pursued by
the KPI), 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 K¥D with certain residential areas had a firm basis
in reality, not only in ferms of electoral support but also in patterns of
association and the structure of daily life. Initially a legacy of pre-war Social
Bemocracy, the existence of neighbourhood ‘strongholds® by the 1930s
reflects the increasing isolation of the Communist Party from the majority of
orgarized labour and from the factories which the Party regarded as the
primary sites of class struggle. This was in tum the result of an interaction
batween 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 empicyment, of labour mobility, refations 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 Communisim and to the power of
trade-union bureaucracy and emplovers alike to enforce sanctions againgt
radicals. The material difficuiities that faced known Communists who tried
to accomplish anytixing 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
aben of shifting the centre of gravity of Party organivation from the street-cell
to the factory-cell.? Meanwhile, the KPD encouraged the consolidation of a
‘party cuolture’, closely intertwined with the everyday life of the
neighbourhood, through its mass organizations which appealed to people
or the basis of common interests outside the work-place.?

But real though they were, the “party calture’ and the neighbourhood
‘stronghoid’ 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 1 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 10 be & 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 iraditions and concerns. The Party’s problem was
always to overcome the inertia at the centre - in a sense to politicize its own
mernbership - while at the same thne giving some stability to the fringes,

After 1928, these problems and coniradictions were thrown into relief by
the Party’s conviction that a revelutionary crisis was approaching. This
dictated a new phase of expansion, of opening-out, for the KPD. It gave
special urgency to the establishment of & right relafionship with social
groups ocutside 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 Septernber 1928, The
function of the Congress was to ratify and systematize a change in
Comintern poticy which had already taken place: the adoption of an ‘altra-
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lefs® tactic aimed at discrediting and undermining Social Democracy. The
tactie which required that the Communist Parties direct their front-line
attacks against the Soctal 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 Committeg {ECCI} in FPebruary of that
vear.*

Such a sharp turn in policy was required by the situation in Moscow: for
his own intra-party stroggles, Stalin needed 2 new line as a measure of
orthodoxy and a means by which to range the Comintern and national
Commurnist Parties behind himself. During the vear 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 everyihing to fear. The revolutionary analysis produced by the Sixth
Congress was thus to some extent a rationaie 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
Sttuation 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 capitalissm had entered into a “Third Pericd’ of
development. The first period of revolationary activity in Russia and Europe
had ended with the failure of the German revolution of 1923, 1t had been
followed by the period ef relative stabilization of capitalism, in which the
struggles carried on hy the working class were primarily defensive in
eature. In the ‘Third Period’, coniinued expansion of the capitalist
economies would serve to accelersie the development of the inherent
contradictions of the system. Markets would shrink as produetion rose, and
this would give rise to colontal conflicts, to wars among the imperialist
powers and between themn and the Soviet Linion. To the eflects of continuing
rationalization in industry on the workforce would be added the pressures of
war-production and mobilization ; the result would be intensified class
condlict. Moreover, the concentration of indusity 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 Lo assume a political character, while at the
same tme parliamentary democracy would suffer a crisis of identity and a
loss of ity ability to maintain ifself by traditional methods. The apparent
prosperity and continuing stabiiity of the capitalist system {which led even
some delegates to the Congress to guestion the actuality of 4 new stage of
development)” must in the foreseeable future ‘lead inevitably to the most
severe intensification of the general capitalist crigis’.
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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 Sccial
Democraty 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, upder the rubric *social fascism’, This
concept had been current within international communism since the early
twenties ; it reflected the conviction that Social Democracy’s historieai role
wag the betrayal of the revolution and was available for mobilization
whenever that conviction had to be conveyed to the masses.® Ag introduced
at the Sixth Congress and elaborated in the discussions of the following
vear, the term ‘social fascism” was to be a source of confusion and error
within the KPD during the “Third Perfod’. This s not the place to discuss its
impiications in defail. But the Communists” view of the prospects for worid
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 pokitical movement. The *process of fascization” was the term used to
sum up the gradual concentration of economie and political power and the
resilting  fransformation of bourgeols democracy intc an openly
reactionary dictatorship. Such a dictatorship could become traly fascist,
given certain historical conditions:

instability of capialist relationships; the presence in large numbers of secially
declassed clements; the impoverishment of broad strata of the urban petty
hourgeoisie and the inteligenteia ; discontent among the rural petty bourgeoisie;
finaily the constant threat of projetarian mass action.

These are the words of the new Programme adopted by the Congress. It goes
on to detsil the content of fascist demagopy and calminates in the
characterization of {ascism as a ‘method of directly exercising the bourgeois
dictatorship” which creates a “hierarchy of fascist fighting squads, a fascist
party machine, and a fascist bureauecracy™.®

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

As presented at the Sixth congress, the congept of ‘social fascism’ was
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essentially a rhetorical fignre, an oxymoron calenlated 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 avall themselves of the existing instruments of repression,
and their resolute support of anti-Soviet foreign polictes.

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 c¢ritical point as ‘Reformism’ pursued its own Haitorous
tradition. Any broader theoretical implications of this were treated gingerly
by the Comintern analysts. Bukharin himsell wamned: “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 arbifrary assimilation of the image of the Social Democrais to
the party-régime schema current in the discussion of fascismy. 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 fascisrn® thus appears as a propaganda formula with litle
theoretical foundation. But it gained force as both theory and epithet
precisely tix those situations where Communists already had long-standing
material reasons to distrust Social Democracy. This was frue in Germany,
where, against a background of vears of mutual recrimination and sense of
betraval, all the conditions kaid down by the Comintery theses seemed to be
fulfifed. The elections of 1928 had produced a cabinet ted by the Soctal
Democrat Hermann Miiller. The new chancellor’s own negative attitude to
the Soviet Union made him especially susceptible to the pressure for a hard
Hne against the Soviets which was coming from his own party. " The new
SPD Minister of the Fnterior, Carl Severing, was a famitiar adversary of the
Communists ; as Commissar for the Rhenish-Wessphalian industrial district
in 1919 and 1920 and a Prussian Interior Minister in 1921 and 1923 he
had been instrumental in Sustrating 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
Bemocratic 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 relatiens
between the KPI) 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 XPD 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 REFB congress, scheduled for the next day.?2

By the middle of the next vear, 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, fzhis between opposing paramilitary organizations
cost four lves. On 13 December, the Social Democratic Police-Chief of
Berlin, Zbrgiebel, 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
{o the streets in mass meetings and processions, The Communtsts had no
choice but to challenge i, although there were anxieties within the Party
leadership about the KPI’s capacity fo camry out such a large-scale
mobilization. Pressure from the locals appears to have cutweighed initial
doubts about the wisdom of Hlegal demonstrations. While the Social
Demacrats organized their celebrations in clesed halls, the KPD publicly
called the workers on to the streets. It appealed o them to organize peaceful
demonstrations but to be prepared fo strike on 2 May ‘if Zdrgichel dares to
spill workers’ bicod’. 4

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 practicai 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 spokesinen, before the event, few peopie can have anticipated the
viclence of the police response. On the day iself, demonstrating groups
were confronted by specially drafied 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 atiempted o fHee a charge; in the
aftermath there were numerous compiaints 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 lollowing days when whole
districts of working-class Berlin were effectively piaced under martial law.
The area around the K&sliner Strasse and the section of Neukélin 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 empioved carbines,



34 Beating the Fascists ?

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 scule,t5

Among those caught off guard by the events was the KPD leadership
itsell. The rapidity and Serceness of popular regponse 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 ceniral 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 biftermess, ¢

The KPD leadership asserted publicly that it had never lost control of its
membership; even within Party circles it was said that what soiping 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 Hs strike call, invoking the horrors of the
fghting ir: furid terms. The response was by no means overwhelming, given
the size of the Party and the gravity of the events, but the KPD chose {0 see it
as an encouraging sign ; it was claimed that 25,000 had struck in Berlinon
2, 3 and 4 May, and that another 30,000 had walked out in sympathy in
other Conununist cemires throughout the country. In Berlin, the strike
movement ‘had a real mass-character mmong the construction workers,
pipefitters, shoerakers and tobacco workers™. ' But there was no denying
the dreadfed consequences of the fghting itseil. Over thirty people were
killed, none of them police officers, all but one {who was hit by a speeding
poiice 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 Role 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 Tungfront (R]), were tlegal in all paris of
Germany.*

When the Twelfth Party Congress of the KPP met a litile over & 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 calie¢ the evenis of May ‘a fuming-point in political
developmentis in Germany ... The preconditions are appearing for the
appreach of an immediately revoludionary situation, with the development
of which the armed uprising must inevitably step onto the agenda.”# At the
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same thme, the confrontation between Social Democratic police and
Communist workers was ‘a necessary result of the whole previous
develepment’, a confirmation of the ultra-eft 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 lHtle opposition raised at the KPD assembiy o a vigorous
restaternent 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 BCCI 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 anaiysis 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. ¥ the
Communists were to take advantage of the crisis and transform it into a
revolutionary sitieation, they must not onlby fight the fascists and the sociat
fascists, but also look to replace them as an “active and organizing force’ in
the politicization of the masses. Counterrevolutionary movemenis which
throve on mass discontent and the insecurity of the holders of power
pointed the way for a revolutionary strategy of simukanecusky broadening
and toughening the Communist Party.

The Sixth Congress had been devoted primarily to presenting an analysis
of the sitnation 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 Massivelernent of the working class
can be brought closer to s vanpuard, and how this vanguard can be
broadened, towsards fhe victorious struggle for the proletarian
dictatorship’.  Manuilski also spoke of the ‘question of the conguest of the
majority of the working class’, and thereby directed attention to the new
offenstve against the majoriiy party.

The means by which the Communists atmed 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 disilusioned Social Democrats to the -
Communist canse,

Fhe pursuit of the united front from below mvolved not only intensified
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application of traditional organizational technigues, 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 Commanist Party is not a fire-proof safe for the acenmulation 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
ieadership of struggies’ 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 iz motion, and carrying through of economic
struggles, even against the will of the Reformists” was the first major task to
which the KPD applied itsell after the Sixth Congress.?*

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

The Party must forge the alliance of the revolationary proletariat with al} labouring
people | Werktdtigen] with renewed vigour and firmly anchor the hegemony of the
profetariat within thig alliance, Failure te fizifil this task would mean furning over

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

Strikes as such had little relevance to the situation of these people; the
Party pledged itsel{ to articulating their special needs, and to enforcing their
demands through popular action outside the factory. By combining strikes
and popetlar action, the Party could achieve anew alignement of class forces.
And if the workers and other ‘labouring masses’ were 1o see their causes as
a single revolutionary struggle, the two forms of activity must be tightly
coordinated on every occasion.

The ‘indivisibie connection” of strikes with sireet demonstrations and
masg-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
underiining the propaganda efforts of the Communisis 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 sapport of purely political, or non-industrial demands; the converse of
politicizing each economic conflict was the organization of industrial action
asthe 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 classtoday is
not the political demonstration, but the politicat mass-strike, which alone
{through conscicusness of the gravity of the cause and of the sacrifices made
for it} turns a demonsiration 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 revoiution. 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 ceatre of tactical discossion. This was largely the resuif of the
events of May 1929, “This most powerfud action since 1923, Manuiisks
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
meovement’.

£

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. Bui
the unexpected vehemence with which the residents of Wedding and
Neukalin reacted to the actions of the police also stimulated discassion of
the form amd function of demonstrations as such. The article which
semmarized the conclusions of the Tenth Plenum regarding the mass strike
ended with an anabysis 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 ander which this
baitle would have to be carried on. Tn the confext of the Party's
deliberations on the problem of repression and legality, the demonstration
fook on an importance of its owrl as # tackical Instrument.

The doctrine of the “Third Period” held out the prospect of direct reprisals
against the Communist parties and their auxiltary bodies as well as of
contintous 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 tersible and more
instdious than ever before.”* It wouid be four vears before the German
Communists would have {o face the concentration camps, courts martial,
and firing squads predicted by another Comintern publicist.® Butin the last
years of the Welmar 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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principte at extremists of both right and left, these measures were applhed
with greater consisiency and regularity to the Comymunists, as anéi-
subversive legislation had been throughout the Republic’s history.# In the
three months following the issuance of an Emergency Decree for
Combating Poiitical Excesses in 1931, there were 3418 cases of police
action or prosecnfion against political organizations, their meetings,
marches and literature under ig provisions; 2027 of these cases involved
action against the KPD itself, not including its auyiliary organizations, In
the eves of the Comintern, the German party in 1930 was already only
‘semi-legai’, 5

(uestions of legality and illegality were thus a major preocenpation 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 simpie: how was the Party to avold being driven underground
without abandening its revolutionary activities, how to carry on those
activities without provoking aH-out reprisals? For the Party itself, the
tacticlans’ answer was a characteristically paradoxical one, dernanding a
high degree of discipline and technical sophistication from the Party
machine and puiting 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 strictures able to function
copspiratoriaily - an illegal ‘Apparat’. The methods of illegal work should
be practised and perfected at every opportunity, even while the Party itself
was stifl officially tolerated. Meanwhile, the Party must establish itself and
it influence so firmly among the masses as to fustrate any ban, And, of
eourse, it muast mount popular agitation against any and all repressive
legistation. ¥

Important as were their imphlications {or 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 i, and in the process to forge 2 revolutionary mass-
movernent. “The glogan 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 struggie of the proletariat fo burst the bounds of police and trade-
union legality.’?

Seen in these terms, the function of pepular action in the *Third Period’
went beyond the simple manifestation of opititon or even the enforcement of
concrete demands. Beery action organized by the Communists wag seen as 4
blow £o the system, and in this character each action was designed to
instroct and engage s participants. The achievement of the stated alms 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 Pertod’ saw signs in the
events of 1928-9 that the masses were ready to fight on hust those terms.
‘Hart gegen hart’, sald Kuusinen at the Tenth Plenum, ‘that is the mood of
the broad working masses. Any partial defeats in this pertod no longer
evoke depression, even serious setbacks can be more easily borne than cases
of capituiation without a Bght.'*¢

birect deftance of the legality of the established order was thus important
for its impact on those who did the defyving as welt as for its debilitating
effects en the system. For a trade-unionist, to break through ‘trade-union
legality” in an unofficia strike, even a non-viclent one, was to be radically
divided from one’s traditional allegiances and prejudices. The action in
which people were lad 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
Presidivm in February 1930 Manuilgki 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’, ¥

Bt event 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 ifself be the
basis for a strike movement. In the view of the K¥FD, i had been the
achievement of the Party in those days to overcome its own legalism, to the
extent of opendy organizing and carrying ont demonstrations in deflance 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.* The fight against the police was of the
essence of armed insurrection. Bvery demonstration was an exercise for the
coming military stvuggle and a lesson in the civil-war character of {he
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 systemn. In April 1931, the illegal KPD journal Oktober
compared the various forms of public demonstration with the successive
stages of insarrection -from the already obsolete legal roass-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.* As District Leader of Berlin, Walter Ulbricht in mid-1931 initiated
a programme ol ‘blity’ demonstrations: smail greups of demonstrators
wotlld 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 o 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 peint to large demonstrations. The need was recognized by the
Party and built into the functiens of the Communist paramilitary
organizations. The question of whether these cadres would be armed, also
raigsed 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 carryving and, i 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. ¥ The use of puns 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 confrentation 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 ‘comsciousness ... that the police, in spite of their
armoured cars, are not invincible’ * 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
issned an explicit call for the ‘allaround preparation for armed
insarrection’ in the light of the military-pofitical 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
{ISSR, during the msurrectionary activities of 1923, After the collapse of
the revolutionary effort in 1923, the iHegal Apparat was severely cut back.
in 1928-9 Hans Kippenberger took over, and the name of the M-Apparat
was changed to Alnti]-Miilktaryi-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 kanuckles, oil-soaked rags’, axes, bricks, boiling water to pour on the
police-beasts raging in the sireets of the workers® guarters, simple hand-grenades
made of dynamite, to emphasize only the most primitive of the infinite and
ubiquitous possibilities for arming the proletariat. ¢



The Party, the neighbourhood and the uses of vielerce 41

But even the theoretical organ of the Party itself reported with satis-
faction the comstruction of barricades, and the use of pepper, bricks,
bottles and Hrearms against the police during the Ruhr sirvike in January
193147

The tendency of all these discussions was to subvert the original purpose
of the demonstration as 2 meany for leading the masses into g functional
confrontation with the systern. Ay the ‘blity’ 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 i the Party’s tactical arsenal,
the more often it was used, the sharper and more frequent the repressive
response, the stronger became the srguments lor 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
thernselves, 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 Pertod’ brought a
change for the masses as well as for the Party.

]|

The collapse of the New York Stock Huchange 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 fuctuations, 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 e of the German worker.® Millions were removed
from the process of production ; millions more suflfered loss of income, status
and securiiy.

The overwhebming social fact of these vears 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 ko 43.7 per cent. In continuation of & practice which
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had plagued labour conditions throughout the twenties, nearly as high a
proportion of organized workers still empioyed 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-hall million in 1931, and peaked at six million or something
over thirty per cent of the working population in February -March 1932.4¢
Fo 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 yeour,
more and more were lost to the official statistics through the combined
workings of unrelieved economic contraction and the three-tiered system of
unemplovment insurance and public welfare,

The structure of the welfare system made it possibie to trace the
development of fong-term unemployment statistically. A worker who lost
his fob could claim assistance from the state unemployment lsurance
scheme {Arbeitslosenunterstittzung) for twenty-six weeks, provided he had
been i work long enough to be eligible, Having exhausted his entitlerment
there (or if he had not been eligible in the first place), he could go on to claim
crisis-support { Krisenunterstitzung} 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 knowsn to
the authorities ; he had nothing to gain by visiting the labour exchange,
since there were o jobs {0 be had and the welfare payments which were
conditional on his attendance had stopped long since.

While official figures cannot reveal how many peopie belonged to the
invisible unemploved they can suggest the rate at which that group was
growing. Tn Berlin between January 1931, when the number of registered
unemploved stood at 465,880, and December 1932, when
636,298 - thirtv-two per cent of the city’s work force - were officially out
of work, the proportion receiving anemployment insurance fell from 39.6
per cent to 12.5 per cend. Puring the same period, the number of heads of
households dependent on municipal welfare benefits rose to include more
than half of all the unemploved. In the country as a whole, at the end of
1932 over a milion of the registered unemploved themselves had
exhausted their claim to public suppert. 2

The system itself was so administered as to speed up this process. The
effects of fong-ferm unemployment were reinforced by repeated restrictions
on eligibility, whose broadly social consequences -~ quite apart from the fact
of financial hardship itself - appear most dramaticaily in the sitnation of
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young workers. Under the provisions of the Briining government’s Second
Fmergency Pecree of 1931, the age at which a worker could begin receiving
diract benefits while Hving with his parents was raised from sivteen to
tweniy-one. 3 Schiool-leavers and young workers were already over-
represented among the unemployed, since their inexperience made them
the last to be hired and the first {0 be fired. In Berlin, young people under
thirty, who were twenty-nine per cent of the 1933 adalt population,
represented forty-three per cent of those receiving state unemployment and
crisis-support benefits in January 1931.% They were in any case less likely
to be eligible for benefits on the basis of previous work experience and
contributions to the nsurance scheme. The new decres gave the youngest
of them a cholce of leaving the welfare rolls {except as dependents) or
leaving home - or both. Young people swelled the ranks of the invisible
unemploved, 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 datly routine. One after another, the institutions
which had traditionaily provided workers with an identity, a common
interest and a basis for coliective action lost their relevance; the labour
exchange succeeded the factory, the welfare bureau the labour exchange.
‘The soclologist Theodor Geiger argued that even before the crash, chronic
unemployment had begun to creatc 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’. ¥ Another
ohserver, Bruno N. Hzaken, saw them more vividly as a nation within a
nation and pictured the labour exchanges and welfare bureaux as a last
‘Eink between one people and another’.”® To lose one’s entitlement to aid
was to lose alk reason for contact with the economic and social mainstream
and o 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 todraw on
the growing pool of young and discentented workers.

The second process refiected in the unemployvment figures is the
impoverishment of a whele class. The unemployved, their support
constantly chipped away by new legisiation, were in the worst position. The
maximin state support available to a single claimant under the
unemployment insurance scheme, regardless of the number of dependants,
amounted fo 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 unemploved 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 jommalist who visited Berlin in 1932 was told that the average
German unemployed worker with wife and child received fifty-one Marks
mornthly, of which just over eighteen was avatlable to buy food after other
basic expenses had been met. Prom that sum it was posgible at current prices
to provide a half-pound of bread, a peund of potatoes, just over three ounces
of cabbage, an ounce and @ 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. ¥ But economic hardship was not confined to the
mmmediate victims of unemployment. Earned incomes also fell steadily
throughoni the Depression, This was partly the result of determined action
by emplovers, whoe were more than ever in & position to dictate terms. J 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 tothe level of 1927, whichever was smaller. *®
The contractual hourly wage of an unskilled worker in the Berlin metal
industry dropped from §8.4 t0 69.5 Plennigbetween 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 gul¥f between employed and znemployed.®

v

It was against this background of a working class dispersed and divided,
short on buying-power and on staying-power, that the Communisis set ouf
to organize the revolution. But the crisis had the effect of aggravating fong-
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
flactoations. During the Depression years, the balance between employed
and snemploved within the Party shifted dramaticatly, as the number of
members swelied. At the end of 1929, the Party claimed 135,160
members, slightly over haif of whom were employed in factories. Two yvears
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 {o 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 firmnly factory-based. Of the ronghly 30,000 KPD members there
af 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 unemployved’ was a source of comment and
concern to leaders and critics of the Party alike. %

There was also an increase in the proportion of very young members.
Hver since its founding, the K¥D had been a youthful party, in comparison
with the SPD, aithough the eighieen- fo twenty-five-year-oid 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 KPB
and its auxiliaries. The membership of the Communist Youth
{Kommunistischer lugendverband Deutschiands, K]VD) nearly doubiled
between 1929 and 1930, and increased by more than two-thirds to reach
60,000 the following vear. [n Berlinz in 1931, 396 of 621 new members in
one local were under thirty, 237 under twenty-five. The majority of these
new recruits was unemploved. ®

The shifting patterns of employment among the membership were
reflected in an intensification of the tendeney for the Party to be grounded in
the neighbourhioods 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 eells, 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 et the Berlin-Brandenburg Party with 451 factory cells jor the whole
district, as against 605 street cells. 5

A farther concomitant of the KPD's growth in the Depression was an
accelerated rate of fluctuation in all sections of the Party and its auviliaries.
One functionary estimated the rate of fluctuation in Greater Berlinin 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 thig
period, moreover, the fluctoation was affecting even the active cadres of the
KPD. A survey of delegates to one of the local Party congresses in Berdin 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 umemployed in the Party and ite apparent allergy fo
organization within the factory, lay in the material hardships associated
with being a member of 2 vocal and beiligerent minority movement. The
extreme conditions of Depression, which made the whole working class
more vulnerable, raised the risks involved in Comimunist activity. And the
effect was reinforced by the new aggressiveness of the Party line. The trade
unions hardened their stand againgt subversion in their own ranks, and
ordered that any member who was active in the Communist frade-union
organization, the Revolutioniire Gewerkschafts-Opposition, or RGO, be
summarily expelled. Membership-fluctuation was even more pronounced
in the RGO than in the Party itsell; threc-quarters of the members of its
‘factory groups’ were unemployed in 1932.¢

Employers lost no iime 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 19390
brought a disheartening politica sign in the defeat of the Communist fickets
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 glant Leuna works
i 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-conncii 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
carTying 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
& large pool of cheap labour made the employed themselves reluctant to risk
their livelihoods by striking and encouraged political retrenchment on the
part of the frade unions.® And the Party was ill-equipped as an
organization 1o overcome these barriers. Communist-led industrial action,
whether organized around economic or political issues, continned 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 struek for shorter periods. " KPD comment consoled itself
with the reflection that ‘the vanguard constantly gathered everwricher and
more significant experiences’,” but the experience gained was not always
such as to increase the Party’s organizational potential. The unofficial

_strike of 38,000 miners in the Ruhr in January 1931, celebrated by the
KPD as the beginning of a new era in industrial relations and in the growih
of the RGO, resulted in the expuision and dismissal of 2500 of the Party's
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best agents. Fo the chagrin of the Party, the bulk of Communist strike
activity took place in small and medivm-sized factortes,™

The yvear 1932 brought an apparent upswing. The climax of the year’s
industria] 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 & 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 formaula. Attempts to extend the
sirike to other sections of municipal workers fatled, and on 8 November the
employer, the Berliner Verkehrsgesellschaft (BVQ), announced the
dismissal of 1000 emplovees for ‘sabotage and other excesses’.”™ To the
urgings of the RGO that the pace of strike activily 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:
the national and district leadership thought they had to throw the workers
oat on the streets with one strike after another, then they had better not
give themselves any Blusions ; the workers weren’t going to go along with
that kind of joke any more.’™ Reflecting on the readiness of some Beriin
Communists in 1929 to take to the barricades rather than follow the Party's
strtke call, the KPD instructor for Newkolin would write: “Unfortunately,
even the average polittcally active worker ... prefers a one-percent risk of
falling in battle ... to a ninety-nine percent certainty of being dismissed by
his empioyer for striking Ulegally and then being put on the blacklist.”™

This comment expresses o 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 {o be seen as alternatives as
strikes proved move difficult to organize. The demonstration pained its
tactical primacy by defauit. More than this, however, the focus and content
of Corrsrnunist activity both shifted as the Party directed is purswit of the
masses at those whose oaly weapon was the demonstration.

v

The gathering-in of the unemployed, the organizational effects of which
have been described, refiected not only the general economic situation, bug
alse a deliberate KPD policy of agitation and recruitinent among the
workless. This policy was implicit In the programmatic call for the winning-
over of social groups outside the grganized working class in the “Fhind
Period’. In fune 1929 KPD Chairman Ernst Thillmann 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 unemployved specifically as a potentially revolutionary group
was arficulated in the highest circles of the Comintern. Discussing the aims
of the first round of unemployed agitation in Pebruary 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 vahie in the
econemic 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 streggle’. Through 1931
and 1932, the recognition of a chronic character in the conditions of
unempioyment gave the movement of the unemployed ay such, ‘which
is more and more directed at the capitalist gate’, a political significance
of its own as the likely motor force behind a general development towards
revolution.™

In Germany, the willingness to treat {he unemployed as a revoilutionary
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
unemploved were a sign of the ambiguous politicet character of the
dispossessed. But the fact that they were able to mobilize and in some sense
o radicalize broadly disaflected sections of the popudation gave a speeial
edge to that competition to which the KPD was enjoined by the tactics of the
“Third Period’. Ag early as 1939, the first wave of unemployed agitation in
Germiany was being evalupated 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 fraditional class-conscious proletariat, ag practised by the
NSDAP, was a key fo 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 unemploved”.® A
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few weeks later, Heinz Neumans, Central Committee member and Editor-
in-Chief of Die Rote Fahne, published an article on the sixtieth anniversary of
the Paris Commune which sugpested that he, at least, wasspeculatingon a
revolt of the unemployed. The Commune was represented as a realization of
the formula of ‘People’s Revolution” {Velksrevolution) 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 KFD: nothing more than the unemployed
detachments [Erwerbslosenstaffeln} of 1871°.%

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
analtysis and threatened the Party’s sense of its own identity. This may
expiain the insistence of Comintern commentators that the unemploved
were literally no different from workers, Yor snemployment is not a
profession’ - the unemployed worker might return {o 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
eonventional organizetional methods: Tn the course of time many mitlions
of unemployed will reburn to production ... Through them we shall ... be
able to improve our ties with the factories and workshops. ®2{t is tempting to
see this argument, offered at the Eleventh Plenum of the ECCE in 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
unemploved agitation was that the unempioyved might go over to ‘higher
forms of struggle’ too soon; the revolution could easily be frustrated by
precipitate viclence in the wrong place.®® The maintenance of the ties
between the unemployved and the workers during the crisis was one means
of preventing this, and the ideal of coordinated ackivity was never
abandoned. “The most dangerous thing’, argued Losowski in 1930, ‘s to
isclate the unemployed, {0 create a special, segregated movement.’™ In the
KPD in the vears of economic stability, the preferred organizational role of
the unemployed was as affiliate members of their local factory cells. The
Party atternpted to retain this system during the Depression, although the
state of the factory celis themselves did not promise much success. At the
samne time, the organization of the unemployed after 1929, as part of the
united-frong 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 commitiees of the unemployed
(Erwerbsiosenausschiisse) 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 # fulfilled, it was the nearest thing to a factory in
the psvchological landscape of the unemplioyed 5’

But the labour exchanges were not factories, and the attemptis to
coordinate the activities of the unemploved with industrial organization
and action proved ineffectual, AL 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 unempioyed.
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 i
the welfare burcan, had to be sought out in their homes. Jo early 1931
Piatnitzki asked, ‘Wouidn’t it be better to make an effort to organize the less
weil cared-for anemployed ... P 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 spectal labours to the
residential areas.” ¢

The Party’s unemployed agiation provided the context for two distinct
bat related developments. One was the resorf to the show and exercise of
physical force, in its simplest form the deliberate choice of the
demonsiration 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 iy early years. The KPD took responsibifity for
formulating specfic demands and for leading the actions intended to
enforce them. At Christmas 1929 there were violent counfromtations
between demonstrators and police in the cities of the Rhine. Hunger
marches in Berlin and Hamburg the following January and February were
also accormpanied by violence, I Bitterfeld in 1931 the unemploved, under
the leadership of the KPD, stormed the town hall to demand that welfare
funds be paid ont at the previous rates, and twice suceeeded in forcing
payments. At the end of 1932, Berlin Comrnunists prepared o lead the
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nnemployed in marches on the welfare offices ; the demand was for free fuel
and food. %7

By this time, however, the mass movement of the unemployed showed
stgns of slowing down. The National Congress of the Unemployed called for
December 1931 had been a flasco. At the Twelfth ECCI Plenum ina
September 1932, Piatnifzki remarked that i was getting harder to persusde
the unemployed to demonstrate as they once had.®®

In the uncertain and erratic development of the unermployed moverent it
tg possible to see a reflection of the ambiguous psychological cast of the
unemployed themselves, It was in the nature of the situation of the
anemployed that neither thelr allegiance nor even their volatility could be
depended upon. Depending on the circumstances, being out of work for an
extended period of time could regult in passivity and resignation, just as
easily as it could {oster impatience and rebellion. A team of sociologists whe
studied an unemplioved community in Ausiria in these years noted with
interest the apparent contrast between the apathy of their own subjects and
the intense politicization of the unemploved 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 swnmer 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 en the street outside cne of the buildings,* there was little
chance for a spontaneous rising of the unemployed.

Bui then spentapcous risings are more the stufl of politicians’ fantasies
than of historical reaiity in any case ; nor was such a rising the atm of the
Communists. Within the overcrowded and over-stretched institutions of
public welfare the incidence of individual acts of viclence and protest rose io
the point where soctal 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 wiil to action was not
lacking. A problem at least as real as the psychology of the unempioyed was
the capacity of the Party to offer them realistic means and ends of struggle.
Participation int Communist-led mass actions, for example, demanded of the
unempioved considerable sacrifice with relatively littie certainty of material
return. In some cases, ag when a hunger march of several miles through the
countryside was organized without proper provision being made for feeding
and elothing the marchers, the demonstration itself became a pointless
hardship.” As early as November 1930, the Berlin organizers of the
unemployed, balking at the constant aimlesy actien, suggested that the
Party hoid fewer demonstrations, but make an effort fo organize them
better. %%

For those whe 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 bureatix
were being armed with clubs: “This dtuation 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 destroving the Bles.%

The association between violent action and the KPD’s relative inability to
produce concrete results through Hs 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 oui? A party with large Snancial
resources could, in a sense, create its own constituency; it could draw the
uanempioyed to #self by offering material benefits, This was the rdle played
by the NSDAP. In some areas the National Socialists were able to establish
thekr own ‘labour exchanges’, to promise jobs to their members as aresult of
thetr 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 gl in the SA-taverns that doubled as dormitories.”s

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
apempioyed defence groups in Berlin suggested that the Party establish its
own shelters - ‘an appropriate measure, to have the unemployed on call at
all tirnes in case of need’.*® But the KPD at the local level did not have the
finencial resources of the NSDAP, and such suggestions, like the repeated
efforts to establish self-help centres in the neighbourhoods, came to griefon
the Party’s inability to find money where none was to be had. In February
1932, the Beriim KPD distributed subscription-lists, based on the
populations of the respective local districts, to raise funds for a ‘Proletarian

‘Self-help against the Plght of the Unemploved” {Proletarische Selbsthilfe
gegen die Erwerbslosennot); from Neukdiln/Treptow, with a popalation of
over 400,000, a totz]l of 2,68 Marks was received. 9 Attemnpts 1o raise
money from shopkeepers through collection or sales of stamps and
literature were often backed up by threats of boycott and even violence,®®

Asg a result, the XPD had to develop its own kind of street polities, * to {ail
back on its old constituency, and to do the best # condd with the means of
self-help available to the unemploved themselves, This meant in the first
instance going back to that cohesive but relatively Bmited community
which the XPIFs neighbourhood constitnency represented, and addressing
it in its own terms. The Party had not only to espouse the canse of its
followers, but aiso to adopt the forms of action and organization familiar to
them, in the hope of politicizing the actions and broadening their base. Inn
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the process, the KPD went beyond the tribunician réle impliclt in the
leading of demonstrations and aspired to vigilants 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 & jong-standing and deep-rooted mistrust of the police, This reflected
several generations of experience of policing that was openly repressive in
styie, 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. B was expressed in the sulien refusal of people in working-class
netghbourhoods to co-operate with police inguiries, in inittatives for the
organization of residents’ vigilante squads in areas (like the Kdshner
Strasse) where the police did not seem to be doing enough to combat crime,
and most eonsistently, in the practice of popular interference with arresis 19
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’ mmprisonment
for his presence in a crowd of demonsirators that had attacked a carful of
poiicemen on 1 May, the presiding judge remarked:

{n assessing sentence it had to be taken into account that the act counld 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 inlife and limb when the instincts of the masses are stirred up by sctions
such as those of the defendant. '™

In ancther sort of action in 1930 a spontancous ‘expropriation’ was
repaid when a group of unemployed youths forcibly seized a vat of stew and
some bread-rolls. 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, ™

KP{) activity in the neighbourhoods took the form of atiemnpis 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 viclent popular resistance to the police discussed above may
be seen as one form of this. Another was the Party’s atiitnde towards what
were known: among the Communists as ‘cashless’ or ‘proletarian shopping
irips®. The ‘plundering’ of shops, as the police called i, was perhaps the
most vistble stgn of unemployed activity in Berlinin 193 1. In the first half of
the year, the police reported thirty-four cases in which groups of peopie
broke into food shops and seized goods without paving for them. The police



54 Beating the Fascists 7

themselves were not always sure whether to characterize the raids as the
sportaneons actions of hungry men, as purely criminal exploits, or ag
political ones, and there was a good deal of discussion as to how much of
what kind of item had been stolen.??

Some at least of the incidents were politically motivated. They were
approved in principle by the Communist Jeadership and reported
sympathetically in Die Rote Fahne, Walter Ulbricht welcomed them as ..
certain seif-help measures, which, withino 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 spontaneocus mass action. But in spite of
repeated urgings, the Berlin Party could not report, as the Chernnitz local
did in 1932, that the ‘seif-help actions of the unemployed all had the
character of & mass-movement, and not sinply of attacks of individuals on
food-shops’, 195

The most perfect expression of the KPD's use of physical force as a
medivm for reaching and binding the masses on a neighbourhood basis was
the function of ‘tenant protection’ (Micterschuiz) assigned to the Party’s
defence organizations. The forcibie prevention of evictions first appeared in
Berdin in the second half of 1931, In the first reported case in Friedrichshain,
in September, a direct call {o 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 iocal residents, but ‘unemploved and KPD members' from
other neighbourhoods. '™ In another case, Die Rote Fahine 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 seif-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 deseribed
either as an entirely novel tactic or as solely the result of ineluctable
economic pressures. Very gimilar 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.1® In 1931 as in 1921, reaching out to the masses through
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attention - with whatever means availabie - 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 wags radically reduced by an
unprecedented economic depression. Collective sel-heip of this kind was
only the most constructive item in a spectrum running from the show of
foree to the practice of violence against people and property. The spectrum
wag a very narrow one; the threat implied the act, particularly since the
Party was inclined to accept and encourage viclent confrontation lor its
own sake.

And there had been changes of anether 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
resulfing relative isolation of the KPD implied limits to #s capacity to
organize among workers. The effects of this are clear not only in the Party’s
weakness in the factories, but alse in the fact that it proved extremely
difficuif to extend the scope even of ‘popular’ actions beyond a fairly
constant core of regulars: the participation in unempioyed demonstra.
tions was erratic; in Berlin, ‘proletarian shopping trips’ remained the
province of small groups and individuals; and the character of the
Mieterschuli-troop in Friedrichshain suggests that even in its most practical
gestures of popuiar 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 ievel, 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 commmon regidence in certain
neighbourhoods. At another, it represents an atternpt, through appealstoa
new constitiency, to give content to the Party’s very powerful but
essentially ungrounded claims to hegemony over whole working.clags
comemunities. At both these levels, the impotence alike of the Party and of
the people it was tryving to mobilize was such that their identity of interests
was reguiarly expressed in violent terms. Paradovically, the very economic
conditions which promiged to provide a new source of recruits, and the
ingurrectionary posture of the Party which made the winning of those
recrisits xo urgent, both contributed to the organizational tensions that
tended to Hmit the Party’s effective influence.

But the Commugist 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 viclence 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. Risto
the discussion of this specific form of Communist violence that we must now
retuarmn.



3

Defining the enemy:
The wehrhafter Kampf against
the SA in theory and propaganda

By the tirne the National Socialist Party obtruded itself on the notice of the
Cornmunist policy-makers, the aims and tactics of German Communism in
the “Third Period’ had already been laid down. Defining the threat that
National Socialisrn 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 Wemer Hirsch,
in what may be described as the first account of National Socialism and
fascism that was both authoriiative and comprehensive, described the
NSDAY 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 fate in 1929 and persisting even into
1933, which reflected the tactical preoccupations of the Party.

In the context of the KPDY’s general line on fascism, the question of the use
of viclence was raised as a question of the appropriate response to the
violence of the Nagis, and the answer was dictated by the pre-existing
formulas {or mobilizing the ‘masses’. Ag the KPD policy-makers saw it the
viclence of the $A had three imporiant functions. Repeated physical attacks
were aimed at undermining the fighting spirit of the working-class
movement - in the interests of though net demonstrably by the controlers
of the capitalist system and the bourgeois state. The ‘romantic fighting
methods’ of the SA were alse calculated by the Nazileadership as a means of
recruiting, and espectally of appealing 10, unemployed youths in search of
exciternent. Finally, the NSDAPs ‘policy of open violence’ was seen o have
the unintended but ‘objectively” impostant 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.? 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 vest 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 Peried’ 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 fo notice as
early as 1930 that the Nazs, and especially the SA, were having some
success even among the working class. Af 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
temnpered with argument and propaganda among the Nazis” actual and
potential constituents, the so-called ‘ideological strugple’.

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 Parly drew a distinction between “individual
terror’ - violent actions by individuals or smell groups - against which the
whole weight of Marxist fradition 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 crchestration 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 aies of educating the people and forging visibie links
between economic and political struggles.

This, then, was the burden of KPD policy: a self-defence movement
vigorous enocugh fo discourage attack and majatain the integrity of the
Comununist movement, and so organized as to il certain fundamental
agitational functions, but not so aggressive or ideologically insensitive as o
prejudice the chances for a broad front of the ‘labouring masses’. Put in
these terms, the policy reflects the logic of the official analysts of the “Third
Period’, and the rudiments of the general line outlined here can be found in
KPD literature from the earkiest phases of the confrontation with National
Soctalism. In its totality, however, that line was agticulated 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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adminisier a maternal slap that would send the German Communists
reeling back to the path of ideological correctitude - and as often as nof,
that path being a very narrow one, over (o the other side. The process by
which policy, once made, was arficulated and communicated to the
membership was <8l more tangled. Since the extent to which the
membership adhered {o the official policy of the Party (and the reasons for
their failure to de so} can only be gauged in terms of how much the
individnal member could have been expected to know abount that policy, itis
on the mudtiplicity of considerations involved in formulating and presenting
policy that this and the following chapter will concentrate.

I

I have discissed in Chapter 2 and will illustrate further in Chapter 5 the
chjective economic circumstanceas militating against the success of a policy
that relied on mass action and the exercise of economic pressure as an
alternative o individual violence. Here, in tracing the development of the
KPIr’s line in its pelitical 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 o 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.?®
in so far as they were expressed in distinct preoccupations and sivles of
discourse, these three sets of interests can be deseribed as corresponding
respectively to the pelitical, publicistic and military-techaical perspectives
coexisting within the Party. The last of these, being largelv, if not
exclusively embodied in the milizary and defence orgamizations of the Party,
will be exarnined closely in Chapter 4, although its consequences forrm a
major theme of this section. Some of the inconsistencies within and between
the first two views may be poinfed out in advance.

First, it will become apparent that the theorefical analysig of fascism
prescribed by the Comintern wags by s nature extremely difficult to
translate into practice. The ehronological and analytical priority that the
battle againgt Social Democracy was seen to have in Germany dictated an
offensive directed with equal force sgainst the “social fascists’ and the
NSDAP under the name of ‘national fascists®.® This would have demanded
tremendous tactical {inesse and considerable material and emotional
resources, even suppesing 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 exhansted both its strength and s credibility.
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Even the Party leadership had trouble maintaining the correct balance in
its line, and this had sertous implications for practice, particuiarly on the
question of fascism and revolution. The use of the same word (fascismn) for
both the repressive system and the viclent party and the refusal to concede
thatin Republican Germany the two remained distinct in practice (if not in
principie) made an identification of the two in the minds of the membership
all too easy. The factical resalt was that every reference made by the official
KPD to the existence of a fascist régime in Germany implied the existence of
a revohationary situation, in which the physical fight aganst the Naris,
now in the role of government troops, acguired the character of a fight to
the death. The same logic was at work, of course, every time a new crisis of
palitical and economic conditions combined with loose thinking and looser
talk at the highest levels of the KPP {o suggest the imminence of revolution.

The tendency of the publicistic perspective, which resided in the press apd
propaganda organs of the Party, was to sink the reality of the theoretical
problems in a generalized call fo action. At its most extreme, this policy was
closely associated with the name of Heinz Neumann, editor of Die Rote
Fahne and Central Comumittee member, ‘the Goebhels of the KPDY.* While it
is difficuit to trace with any precision the process by which press policy was
made in the XP1), the approach of Die Rofe Fahne from late 1928 to the end
of 1929 can be easily characterized. ks keynote was the most rapié and the
most emotive possibie reaction to events. The verbal propaganda directed at
the Communists” actual and potential followers fended to encourage
unreflecting violence and thus to upset the delicate balance between
individua! and mass action, physical force and pelitical argument.
Whatever the current orthodoxy might be as to the meaning of Nazi terror
and is appropriate remedies, Communist propaganda regularly presented
it in such a way as to underiine its character as an immediate threat to the
individuai worker. In screaming headlines and lurid depictions of bioody
clashes the press subsumed all the systemic viclence 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 greup for whom the urban working class
had the iongest tradition of fear and detfestation: the police. What the
policy-makers were looking for in mass resistance to Naz violence was
esserttially 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 Naz to the more familiar one of the Schupo was calcuiated fo
proveke an old response fo a new situation. In fact, large-scale actions
against the SA often turned more or less spontaneocusly 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.

Fo this was added a pathetic celebration of the Communists’ own
victimization. Personal heroism was prized as a quality even of Commumnist
speakers, who made a point of risking mavhem by appearing in hostile
meetings. Martyrs were at a premiom. Fach murder of a Communist or
major incident of SA-error sparked off a series of protest meetings and fund-
ralsing carapaigns in which a direct and emotional appeal was made to the
collective outrage of the listeners. Funersls of the fallen were early recog-
nized as an important focus of prepaganda 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 victirms.

The phrase ‘Goebbels-Bandits” is itself instructive. It is symptomatic of the
war of words between Nazis and Commmunists in which each presented the
other as a radical threat to sockal order and thus ouiside the law. One
technique wag to braad the enemy as a criminal: ‘brown murder-plague’,
“ascist killer gapgy’, ‘brown-marder’, ‘red-murder’, ‘the identity of
Commuanism with the fifth estate’, ‘underworld’ or, with still more radical
connotations, ‘sab-human’,

Another technigue of KPD propaganda in the wehrhafter Kampf was to
assert as an absolute claim that ideclogical 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 ifs propaganda of the ‘assault on Red Berlin’. The result was
a very suggestive depiction of the SA man, in the frst 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 themseives, Examples of its use in Communist propaganda
could be multiplied endlessly. Let it suffice here 1o cite a single headiine from
Pi¢ Rote Pahne, which combines all the elements of the standard image of
the adversary: ‘Bloody heads for the Goebbels-Bandits. The “Conguerors™
of the Pischerkietz and their Criminal Activity’.??

1t 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
embatilement within the Communist and working-class movernent, just as
much as it was calculated to reinforce such attitudes. The wehrhafter Kampf
was an example of the ‘sireet politics” of the KPD, not only in that ifs
principal lecus was admittedly the neighbourhood, but also in the fact that
in undertaking to organize it the Parly was conscicus of taking
responsibility for a real impulse to action among ordinary people, which it
hoped to broaden and politicize.
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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
s nature fo 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 circurastantial contradictions as that between the
national and international perspective of the XPD leadership and the more
narrow local concerns of middle and lower functionaries, and the pressures
for action inherent in 2 spiralling battle for the streets. From the autamn of
1929 onwards, the guestion of how the Party and is rmembers should
respond to the increasingly visible and aggressive presence of the NSDAP
became a preoccupation within the XPD at all levels. Changing perceptions
of the character of the Nazi threat and more or less independent tactical
considerations on the part of the KPP leadership dictated a differentiation: in
the official policy towards the Nazis. The process of making and enforeing
Party pelicy in turn brought fo Hght the fact that there was very little
consensus on the subject, either ameong the various sections of the Party
organization, or among the competing personalities at ifs centre, or
between one region or level and the next.

H

Farly 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 Congressinsisted that this was
nio more than had been expected, and repeated carlier warnings against
overestimating the Nazig’ political potential 13

To mest 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 profetariat ; in August, looking back over the experience of
the summer, Walter Ulbricht would refer only fo ‘police terror’ in
reiterating the need for popular seli-defence. ¥ And the most plausible ally of
the police against the Communists was still the Reichshanner.?® In fact,
direct ‘terror’ on the part of the Reichshbanner was an essential element of
the official image of social fascism. The Central Committee’s report to the
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Twelfth Congrese made a point of the SPD’s use of the Reichsbanner to carry
ont ‘open fascist terror’ in the elections of 1928, in terms that bear a
remarkable similarity to the classic picture of National Socialist propaganda
technigues.1¢

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

Police, Reichshanner and Stahlhelm each represented a dual threaf. 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 cach
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 NSPAP 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
Nagis 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; ‘Schlags 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
NSDAF Cengress in Niirnberg, at which the appearance of some 60,000 SA
men and Naz leaders alike in uniform for the first time was accomparsied by
bitter Hghis 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. Hitier’s Aliance
with Hugenberg. Terror Plans for Pomerania and Mecklenburg, SPD
Leaders Encourage the fascist Mob. Beat Fascists and SPD Y The old enemies
were not forgotten; on the following day the paper’s front page was
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occupied by reports of ‘bleody Reichshannerderror’ in Berlin. But ‘white
fascism” now wore & brown shirt, and Nagi terror came more and more to
dominate the pages of the Communist press, while articles about the
Reichshanner 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 sccial
fascists into those of the Nazis.*

Violence was treated bv observers at ali levels of the KPI) as the
fundamental characteristic of the Nazi movement in this period. Writing in
the Cominters organ, Inprekorr, Fritz Riick reported in mid-August that the
NSDAP was undergoing its most impertant change in tactics since the
Maunich Putsch of 1923, In apparent contradiction to earlier expectations,
the Stahihelm was pursuing a fegalistic line, while *the NSDAP has retained
its expressly putschistic aftitude. The stormiroops are systematically
educaied by the leadership to provocative action, and in the activity of these
stormtroops is 0 he seen the most Important expression of the lide of the
party.’#?

The shift i the Communists” awareness of the NSDAYP had s hasisin a
changing reality, of which Nilmberg was only one manifestations. The 8A,
along with the whole Nazi Party, underwent an activation in late 1929,
and thiy was expressed in inereased aggressiveness. Official sources
condfirmed 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 8, under the feadership of Horst Wessel, carried out a ‘clean-up
operation’ in two Communist taverns in Kreuzberg. SA troops marched
through Communist sections of Schoneberg, Neukilin 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 129

I was in these days that the paper bagan to carry the slogan that set the
tone for a whole phase of the fight against National Socialism: *Schlagt die
Faschisten, wo Thr sie trefft I (‘Hit the fascists wherever vou 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 ander Neumann’s editorship,
represented by ‘Schlagt..!’, clearly had the backing of the Central
Commitiee.”® The slogan was immediately adopted by the Berlin District
Eeadership, and within weeks it had become a standard part of Communist
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rullies all over the country, especially of meetings called for the formation of
antifagelst defence organizations.?” '

The perceived increase in Nav violence was itself closely linked with new
political initlatives 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 middie strata’.® In july, Hitler took his first step onto the
national political stage. He joined the leaders of Stehlhelm, German
National People’s Party (DNVP) and other conservafive 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 o vote on a hill
nullifying the priocipal 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
poiitical sensitivities. Drawing up a balance-sheet in the light of most recent
poiitical 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 carrving it from success to success, and concluded that the NSDAP was
‘the most dangerous and active fascist grouping in Germany’.?® When the
poliing for the Young Plan referendum produced some four million yes-
vetes, just over the number needed to lay the proposition before the
Reichstag, Die Rote Fahne declared categorically, ‘they {the National
Soctalists] alone are the gainers from this action’.®

In the meanwhile, the Communists had initiated their own campaign
against the Young Plan,’ bt when the Central Commitiee sat in plenary
sesston ont 24 and 25 October, the principal subject of concern was still how
the KPI} could regain the political initiative. Among the weaknesses
discussed were ‘the absence of an ideological fight against the National
Soctalisis and the insufficient aggressiveness in the suppression of the fascist
menace’. ¥ In his speech to the meeting Thiimann emphasized the need for
greater concentration on the ‘revolutionary annihiiation 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 thelr energies to the exposure
and discrediting of Nationa! Soctalist demagogy, as embodied in the Young
Plan agitation: ‘Then we will snatch from them those working-ciass
elements which still follow them, confused by their phrases.” Along with the
political offensive must go ‘the revolutionary violence of the magses’ in the
physical resistance to Nazi terror, And Thilmann conchuded: “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-colurmns must and will smash fascism ... The
Commungnist Party answers the bloody acts of terror and provocation with
revolutionary viclence, which alone is capable of ending the danger of
fascism and foiling Hitler and Goebbels once and for all.”*

Rhetoric of this kind only served to obscure for Communists and outsiders
alike the beginning discussion about how the physical fight against the
Nauis 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. Simmply steiking back was not enough, and Thalmann
referred obliguely to the form that the popular response to the SA should
take when he described the fight against fascism as “a mass problem’. This
polnt 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 smali squads, while they might strike at the
hard core of $A troops, could not affect the NSDAP’s electoral reserves. Nor
could they, in the long run, put an end te Nag terror. The ideological and
physical offensives must reinforce one another, and this could be best
achieved if as many peopie as possibie took part in both.® 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 direciives of the Party and not at all in the Communist
press.

By the end of 1229, the Communists had identified the NSDAP as &
serious challenge, a force fo 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 Bmited. With the formulation of a policy towards the National
Sacialists, the way towards winning back the renegade social elernents to
which Nazism appeaied 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 everyvwhere except in
Berlin, were interpreted as reflecting the amount of vigour shown in the
offensive against the Nazis, ¥ 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 thelr
peak.*’

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

June 1930 to September 1930

The first public attempt by the Party to readiust the balance came on 15
fune 1930 when Die Rote Fahne published a resolution of the Political
Burean on the fight against fascisen. ™ The resokation 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 annibilation’, but # iaid out in more systematic detail than
ever beforg how it meard 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 Eight of Nazi practice, but in the process a distinction
must be made between the Nazi leadership and the ‘migled masses of their
labouring supporters’. The ‘schematic’ use of the slogan “Schlags die
Faschisten, wo Ihr sie trefft!” was thus ne longer appropriate; the Parey
must avoid alienafing rank-and-file Nazis from the working class. The fight
itseif would be eased by the fact that outrage at Nazi viplence had spread
beyond the ranks of the Communists ; other workers, and especialiv Social
Blemocratic workers, couid be mobilized. And this, in forn, world faciiitate
the creation of the united front from below with the Soctal Democratic
rank and file. The physical fight remained an important element of policy.
Here, the resolntion 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 iselated 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 a8 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, represemted
a poticy 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 Hne. The
caution of the Central Committee in withdrawing ‘Schingt... !’ reflected
anxteties about the reaction of the membership, anxieties which were
speedily justified, ? 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 meefing was held
to form a ‘Fighting Committee of Red Berlin against Fascism’, whose



68 Beating the Fascists ?

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 advamtage 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 par{ of
it. In addition to the various individuals called fo account for their use of
‘Schlagt die Faschisten !’ in the courts, Die Rote Fahne itseif 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
knowr to be an eflective way of bringing the Communists to heel* When
the Party finally withdrew s imprimatur, ‘Schlagt die Faschisten? had not
in fact appeared in Die Rote Fahne for over four months.

At the thme 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 : “Zdrgiebel knows
perfectly well that the Sturmabtellung Mitte.., was dissolved by the
Communist Party itsel... when it became clear that Zorgiebel’s spies had
managed to creep into it.”** The KPD did not often admit to having dissolved
s own grganizations. The reference to agents provocateurs suggests that this
particular group had been getting out of hand - that ‘Schiagt die Faschisten?!’
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,

O 28 February 1930, the Enlarged Presiditnn of the Comintern's
Execuéive Commitiee met in Moscow to discuss the prospects for the new
yvear, Bt was asserted that the world crigis had entered o 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 yvet. ¥ The German Party was called upon above all
to renew ifs efforts to create a united front from below with Social
Democratic workers. Thiklmann brought back from Moscow the message
that the KPP must abandon the attitude represented in s most exireme
form by the epithet ‘the little Zérgiebels”: the tendency to treat Social
Democratic rank and fle, 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 gocial fascist movement

Not only did the hope of winning over Social Democrats inform the
physical Bght against the Nazis, but the idiom of the united front from below
began to be applied to the Nawiy 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 bread political campaigns to cut into the NSDAP’s electoral
reserves, the emphagis here ks on immediate ideological confrontation with
members of the NSDAP. In these months, Communist observers began to
see National Socialism less and less as & 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 radieal
elements, made it vulnerable to exposuare and subversion.#®

Under these circurnstances, uncoordinated violence against individual
Nazis could only be counter-productive, When the Central Committee met
in plenary session onx 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 fo the
district organizetions that Communists must seize every opportanity to
expose the reality of National Socialist policies in local agitation. They must
sec to it that they were allowed to speak in Naz meetings and challenge the
Nazis to defend their Bne in Communist meetings, One-to-0ne 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, o party
which pretended to advocate the interests of the people could afford to take
responsibility for the hardships that the proposed economy measures wouid
place on unempicved 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 Chancelior 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 maijority. On 18 July the Reichsiag was
dissolved ; new elections were set for 14 September. In the parliamentary
vacuum that intervened, the Chaacellor's decrees were reissued. ¥

The KPDsaw in these events a sign that the ‘economic crisis’ was already
transforming itseif intc a ‘political crisis’. The represenfatives 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 fo 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 eiement of the electoral battle carvied on under the
slogan ‘Soviet star or swastika'.5¢

The Party had not abandoned the wehrbafter Kampf, but its functions and
correct application were subiject to differences of opinion and judgment. In
the Party journals, there was still room for heterodox positions, some
writers argoing that the offensive agalnst National Socialism in all its
aspects wag an unnecessary diversion from the broad revolutionary
campaign, others, that the sole value of the physical fight was as an outlet
for political aggresstons frustrated by the modification of policy towards the
spp.A

In practice, the way in which the Party’s line on violence was interpreted
depended on both the pragmatic evaluation of political circenmstances 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. ¥ It was otherwise in Berlin, There,
Heinz Neurnann 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, Neumanu promised that the Communists would see
to it, ‘that the Third Reich Hes not on earth but under it and reinforced his
remarks with vivid references to the impending revolution. ® Witrttemberg,
where neither KPD nor NSDAP was so sclf-confidently aggressive as in
Berlin, provided yet another picture. The Nags” avoidance of violence, even
when they had the numerical advantage, led the Communist organizer o
report:

Naturally the Nazis will soon have overcome this ‘peaceful” period even in this area.
Butfor the tirme being ... ong cannot sienply apply the methods which are appropriate
to industriad areas. The precondition for a counter-terror on the part of the workers
in this case is generally the ideclogical exposure of the fascists, The breaking up of
meetings by Communists fror outside the area without the involvement of local
workers has only hart os.%

The mraltiplicity of semi-official volces within the Party, offering views on
the wehrhafter Kampf from different areas, levels and intelleciual stances
suggeststhat the deciston as to which way Party policy would finally go was
stiff to be made. It alsoillustrates the number of different considerations that
the central policy-makers had to take into account and how their view of
the sttuation must have differed from that of any single member or local
group. In September 1930 the leaders of the KPD were still watching o see
what the fruits of violence would he.
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14 September 1930 to March 1931
n the polling on 14 September, the KPD and the NSDAP were the only
gainers. But while the Cornmunists improved thelr position by 1.3 millon
votes, the Nazis surpassed all predictions, winning nearly eight fimes ag
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 o 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 Ceniral Committee was interested in
learning was what effect, i 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 Nayis had been snable to make real gains in areas where physical
resistance had been organived ag @ “masy movement’ - {o which the Central
commnittee in its final report added: *But the gains of the KPD are very
minimal.’ kt Mecklenburg, the KPD made progress in all the towns where
confrontations had occurred - but the Nazs made even more. The District
Eeaderchip refated that in the strongly National Socialist town of Gnolen
Reichshanner men too had been ‘beaten out of town with bloody heads’;
SPB, KPD and NSDAP had all gained votes. Thuringia and Southern
Bavaria showed no correlations between physical confrontation and
electoral sucecess, while the KPD in Pomerania, where the National
Socialists’ gaing were disproportionately high, claimed that the Communist
vote had suffered as a result of the ‘terror of the Nazis'. ¥ Saccess in Berlin,
where {he KPD won more votes than any other party, was attributed to the
achievement of the proper balance of ideological and physical offensives
under the watchiul eve of the Central Committes. 3¢

Ailin all, the campaign to win voters from the Nazis had proved a fatlure.
The Central Committes conceded that in the ‘main struggle between XPD
and National Sccialists, {the struggle] for hegemony over the Iabouoring,
non-proletarian strata’, the NSDAP was stiil ahead: “The gains of the Nagzis
mean in the first instance a2 mass-mobilization for the fascist counter-
revolution.” The fear that recognition of the *monstrous threat” would lead
to despair and panic among the Comymunist membership now became
exphcit.*7

At the same time, the success of the Nags heralded a deepening of the
political crigis. Already, the Communists might well reason, the forces of
revolution and counter-revolution were being consolidated, as the centre
fell away.’® In this coniext, the united-front function of the defence
movernent came again fo the fore. At a meeting of Berlin functionaries,
Ernst Thilmann argued that the Party had been right to concentrate His
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attack on the Nazs rather than the SPD: o reality, the fight against the
fascist forces of the bourgeoisie, which shows our party to the Social-
Demacratic workers as the only anticapitalist and antifascist force, is the
strongest support of their disengagement from the sociat fascist leaders.”*®
The Party leaders predicted ‘an unavoidable struggle’ to follow within
the coming vear upon the decpening 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 Thilmann
referred for the first time divectly to ‘the propaganda, preparation and
carrying-out of the political mass-styike against the fascist attacks™.®
The last months of the year saw a recrudescence of inflammatory attacks
on the NSDAP, beginning with the Cenfral Committee’s prediction on &
COctober that a new wave of Nazl terror was in the offing. In Bernag, 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 agaiost worker-murdering fascism’. ‘Schlagt die Fas-
chisten !’ reappeared briefly at the end of the month, when Heinz Neamann
once again reminded a Nazt audience that Communists woulé 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 Soctal Pemocrats 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 Nagi terror and with its instrument, the
Reichsbanner, had recently threatened to bresk out in open rebellion.®
Meanwhile, political events appeared to {uifil the KPD’s predictions of a
radically new situation. In reaction to the beginning wave of pay-cuts in
industry, 13(,000 Berlin metabworkers struck for two weeks in October;
Walter Ulbricht greeted the strike a5 a “terning point®.%* In the middle of the
strike, onn 18 (ctober, the SPD Reichstag delegation voted with the
government parties to disregard all no-confidence motions before the house
and proceed to consideration of Briining's new programme. I thus
declaring thebr intention of folerating the ‘presidential government’ the
Social Democrats made themselves more valnerable than ever to Commu-
nist charges of collaboratton. In mid-November, the KP{) press began to
speak of a decided ‘sharpening of the economic and political crisis’.®
Municipal elections at the end of the month in Baden, Mecklenburg and
Bremen compounded the NSDAP’s successes of September.®® On 1
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Pecember the Chancellor introduced his “First Emergency Decree for the
Protection of Economy and Finances®, which placed new hardships on civil
servants and consumers while easing the tax burden on industry and big
agriculture. ®

On 2 December a lead article in Die Rote Fahne declared: “The current
policy of the government represents the fascist fransiormation of the
country.” A Resclution of the Political Bureau confirmed a few days later
that the Ceniral Commitiee had made up its mind that the fascist
dictatorship was already present in its first stages, in the form of the Briining
governiment. “The call to a People’s Revolution [Volksrevolution] arising
from this’, the District Leaderships were instructed shortly thereafter,
‘makes a wide-ranging change in our whole Pariy-work necessary.”

What the Party called for in concrete terms was less a change than
another try at the oid tactics. This applied to the question of the fight against
the Nazis. In a speech to the Central Committee, Hrnst Thalmann named
‘shrinking back before murdering-fascism’ as “the decisive deviaticn in this
period’. He enumerated for the first time the advantages of vigorous
response:

There must no longer be 3 single act of terror by the Nazi murderers without the
workers evervwhere reacting immegdiately with the most offensive, physical
{wehrhaften] mass-struggle. What does this counter-action mean? It means: 1. a
political security in the proletariat; it means 2. that the Social Democratic workers
gain condidence in us, because they see that we are there and fight back. 3. it means
that the fascist front is undermined and decimated. 4, that we strengthen, forge and
steel our cadres fopether with the mass front for higher tasks in the revelution.
Comrades, I think a really serious change is necessary in this area.®

Later in the speech, Thilmann raised the point again, when he talked about
the responsibilities which the KPI) faced in the new situation, He spoke of
the crucial importance of the political mass-strike, and continued:

a decisive problem is of course .. the srmouring [Welrhaftmachung] of the
proletariat ... Onr class-enernies are helping us with this... The workers are already
declaring : We wor't let ourselves be hit any more! This moed is especially harsh
against murder-fascism ... Foday the ouirage in the proletariat is already so great
thatone may almostsay : the XPD were to neglect this fght, the masses themselves
would spontanecusly begin to answer each pew fascist murder with anfifascist
punitive expeditions,*

In Berlin, the ideclogicai campaign was immediately pushed into the
background. Walter Ulbricht and Joseph Goebbels confronted each other at
a meeting in Friedrichshain on 22 January. When the assembly ended in a
brawl the Berlin Bistrict Leadership answered: “The workers of red Berlin
will answer the Nazi provocations with the wehrhafter Kempf against
fascism. A blow is the best defence "® At a mass protest meeting, the sister of
amurdered Communist appeared on the stage in tears, {o lead the andience
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in the cry of ‘Revenge!’: ‘Frich Weinert recited, ¥gon Erwin Kisch spoke.
The meeting unanimously adopted a resoiufion to fight ruthiessly against
the fascist murder-mob.’™ The friends of another victim reportedly
promised, ‘We are now going to join the antifascist defence organization
and avenge our friend.”™ Amid reports of the growing strength and energy
of the Kampfbund, appeals were made to Communists and Secial
Democrats alike to forge a fighting united front. ™ But Ulbricht compiained
in sarly March of a loss of momentum?’ ; if all the efforts of the Party so far
had not been able to discourage Nawi terror, then those efforts must be
increased.™

KPD propaganda for violent response to Nagi attacks reached a fever pitch
in mid-March. On the night of the fourteenth Hamburg National Socialists
shot to death a Communist town councillor, Ernst Henning, and severely
wounded his companton in a ¢ity bus. Hitler issued a statement regretting
and condemning the action, but declared at the same time that he saw in
the culprits ‘only the unhappy victims of a bloody and murderous baiting by
the communist Antifaiscist movement] that has gone unpunished for
months,” 7

For Die Rote Fahme, the events represented yet another turning point. The
call 4o free the country from the fascist murder-plague’, repeated in various
forms during the following days, was given an apocalyptic note by Heingz
Newmann’s article on the sixtieth anniversary of the Commune.
Newmann’s principal aim was to put into historical terms the precceup-
ation with ways of mobilizing non-proletarian groups reflected in the slogan
of ‘Peopie’s Revolution’. But he must have had the highly charged situation
of the momerst in mind when he potated out that the Commune had faded
because it dealt too gently with its enemies,”

At the same time, the XPD’s rejection of individual terror was repeated
with renewed emphasis, both for Party members and {or the public at large.
In its official statement on the murder of Henning, the Central Comnmittes
declared that the working class would make full ase of its right of seff.
defence, *without allowing Hself to be lared into the methods of individual
terror that Marxismm rejects’.” An instructional circudar defined individual
terror briefly ay ‘individual actions against individual fascisis’. The circular,
written in question-and-answer form, undertook to explain inder alia why
‘Schlagt die Faschisten!” was no longer appropriate. It argued that only
comrades who conceived of viclence solely in “individual’ terros could see
the abandonment of the old slogan as a complete turn away from violence:
‘But proletarian mass-terror is necessary {where a distinction must be made
between the fascist cadres and the fellow travellers), and this has for its
precondition, under al circumstances, a broad ideological and political
propaganda and mass-agitation.” ‘Proletarian mass-terror’ was not tore
closely defined. Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of this docuraent is that
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the ancillary relation of political agitation to viclen! action is not only made
explicit, bat - for the first time - thought through to the conclusion: *... a
fight with enly the fists ... can ... once again become correct when the fascist
movement is sufficiently eroded and undermined in the political struggle’.®

By the end of March, the Central Committee was claiming (onee again)
that the National Socialists had passed their peak. The Communists had
scored a propaganda coup on the nineteerith, when Refchswehyr Lieutenant
Scheringer, convicted five months earlier of high treason for carrying on
Naxi propaganda within the army, publicly declared his change of
allegiance to the KPD.™ If the NSDAP had ever been ‘eroded and
undermined’, the Cenfral Committee’s staternent suggested, it was now,
and individual terror on the part of the Nazis was a sign of desperation, ‘the
actions of a retreating army’. The enemy’s loss of nerve was attributed in
part to the increased activity of the Communists on the self-defence front,
but there was no suggestion that the time had come to strike the final blow.
The Central Commiitee was apparently content to discredit individual
terror by association with the Nauzis, and to call for & ‘really sertous political
work’ and the creation and activation of ‘Nazi-Comsnissions” within the
local Party organizations.®

As usual, this message was transmitted to the membership with the
emphasis that seemed appropriate to speaker and audience. The represen-
tative of the Berlin District Leadership sent to present the official view on
‘work with the opposition {Gegrerarbeit]’ to the Party in Moabit pointed out
that much could be achicved by plaving upon the contradictions within the
NSDAP. But mere could be done:

The Nazis for their part have also gone over o more forcefil methods of terror ..
These methods naturally demand a more forceful defence. But the defence-tactic
must he left to the initiative of the comrades. Bat the imporfant thing is fastest
reaction. to Nagzi acts of terror, nmediate profetarian response and greafest
forcefuiness, ™

April 1931 te November 1931
The spring that began on a note of aggressive optimism was followed by a
summer and autumn of unprecedented economic distress and spiraliing
civil disorder. By the time winter came, the KPD was deep in a public
campaign to force all sections of the Party to practice the hitherto muted
policy of mass-action. And the need for the new campeign was explained in
terms of the failure to correct the errors of 1930-1.

Those errors had been identified as early as April, when leading members
of the Central Commitiee journeyed to Moscow for the Eleventh Plenum of
the ECCL Thiknann's repert to the meeting included a lengthy discussion of
the changes in KPD policy towards the National Socialists since the last
ECCI session, which had made i possible “to bring the march of fascism to &



76 Beating the Fascists ?

standstilt and produce a certain stagnation, even the first serious signs of a
falling-off in the National Socialist movement’ ¥ The official resolutions of
the Plenum followed Manuilski’s keynote address in holding np the general
line of the KPD as a model for emulation ; the Party’s unemployed agitation
received special encouragement,

There were fundamental criticisms to be made as well, though. In the
principal speeches and documents, and even more vigorously in the
discussions doring and between sessions, the Comintern: leaders voiced
their disapproval of a package of deviations implicit in the KPIYs recent
policies. These incladed the ferdency to overiook the fundarmental charac-
ter of the Nazis as the clase enemy, and thus to treat the National Soctalist
rank and file as potential allies. The KPDYy description of the Briining
government as a fascist régime was also replaced with the more considered
appelation, ‘the government of the implementation of fascist dictatorship’.
The Communist parties were warned against the ‘revolutionary im-
patience’ that characterized the radicalized but politically knexperienced
elements currently being drawn into the movement. And the German
leaders were reminded of the dangers of a policy of action at all costs and the
associated pattern of terroristic violence.?

Thétmann’s report to the Ceniral Comrmittee on the conclusions of the
Plenum was a characteristic exercise in the kind of self-criticism that
consisted in veiled self-congratulation. He called for a new energy in the
prosecution of old policies. The Central Commitiee resolved among other
things to intensify its propaganda and agitation among the Naals ‘without
allowing a weakening of the mass physical fight against all fascist terror’.®

Communist acfivity continued to alternate between winning the Nagis
over and beating them back, in the context of a general activation of the
Party which we have already seen at work in the unemployed agitation,
acd which increased the likelihood of violent clashes of all kinds. The height
of tactical absurdity was reached in Augast, when the KPD gave its support
to the campaign for plebiscitary dissolution of the Social-Democrat
dominated government of Prussia - a campaigs led by the right-wing
parties and actively supported by the NSDAP. On the day of the plebiscite,
two police officers were shet to death near KPD headguarters, ushering ina
phase of desperate activity within the Berlin Party, which will be discussed
in detail in Chapter 5. A sense that the situation was about to break seems to
have been widespread among the Communist membership at this time,
encouraged by the rhetoric of the more radical Party leaders. In the
atmospbere of deepening crisis produced by the collapse of the banks and
the issuance of three emergency decrees ‘against poiitical excesses” between
March and August, the Party began the first serious preparations for
underground activity.®® The insurrectionary handbook Der Weg tum Sieg,
originally compiled in 1928, was reissued in an updated version. In June,
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the Kampibwnd leadership remarked reprovingly : *Our comrades often talk
about the imminent revolution, one often hears: [t's starting this antumn
At the end of the year members of the ilegal RFE were told that they were
approaching ‘great struggles’: ‘Only 2 short fime remaing to us until
then. %0

Clashes between Communists and Nazis became more frequent and more
deadly. In September and October, the Berlin leadership attempted to
introduce some coherence into the wehrhafter Kampf in the form of a
campaign of ‘mass terror’ against the tavern headquarters of the SA.
Conceived as a programme of boycotts, rent-strikes and mass demon-
strations, the campaign resulted in a series of isolated shooting-raids.?’
Puring the first days of November, the word went out in the Party that
fights with the Nazis were to be discouraged.®® On the thirteenth was
published a new resclation of the Central Committee which, int the words of
the Berlin police, ‘struck Hke a bombd® among the membership.

Like the declaration of June 1930, the resolution adopted on 10
November did not add substantially to the Party’sline as already articulated
on many occasions, It described as a ‘serious threat’ the existence within
the Party of ‘left-sectarian states of mind, directed against the mass-work of
the Party’, characterized by ‘terroristic states of mind, the application of
individual terror against the fascisis ... the carrying-out of senseless isolated
aciions and isolated armed affacks ... adventurist fooling-around with
expiosives’. Such tendencies, the Central Commitiee declared, had ‘rothing
in common with Communism’; they contradicted the teachings of Marx
and Engels and the programme of the Communist Infernational, whose
condemnation of ‘individual terror’ was directly quoted in the resolution.

Witheut refraining for one moment from the use of all appropriate fighting methods,
and withowt limiting in the slightest the Cornmunist formula of orpanised
profetarian mass seif-defence, the Central Commiftee declares the advocacy or
toleration of terroristic ideology and praxis in any form to be absolutely forbidden.
Wheever allows himself to be swayed by the counsels of despair, whoever allows hig
behaviour to be dictated by the enemies of the proletariat, whoever yvields fo fascist
provocation, whoever broaks party discipline, is not worthy of the name of
Commumist.

The Ceniral Committee invoked against al such ‘the sharpest disciplinary
measures up 10 and including expulsion from the Party’.%®

in explanation of this policy, the Central Committee adduced ‘not ... any
considerations of bourgeois morality or “white moderation” *, but ‘compel-
ling reasons of expediency’. Individual terror could only weaken and divide
the proletariat, distract the Party from the task of organizing the masses,
and needlessly provoke repressive measures from the state. A lead article in
Die Rote Fahine published at the same time as this resolution closed with a
text from Lenin: ‘In the best circumstances, [individual terror] is appro-
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priate as one of the methods in the decisive assault of the masses’, and the
conclusion : ‘bt at the present moment the preconditions for this assanitdo
not exisi.’™®

These statements vibrate with a dual sense of threat. On the one hand,
they reflect most vividly an atmosphere of rage and impatience among
sections of the membership ; on the other, the feeling of the Party leadership
that that atmosphere put the whole Party at risk, and the determination to
suppress it, are unmistakable, Within the next months the strength of both
would be revealed in the confrontation beftween them. It it worth
considering briefly why the Central Committee chose to clamp down at this
time. Many reasons were propased at the tire, and in spite of continuing
speculation it remaing impossible for historians outside of the DDR to trace
precisely the decision-making process in this case.

As usual, the resolition needs to be seen in the context of the Party’s
reaction to a changing political situation. The left-wing opposition to the
KFD specuiated that the Central Commities was preparing the ground for a
collaboration with the SPD leadership. A few days after the resofution was
published, Rudolf Breitscheid, Reichstag Deputy and member of the SPD
Executive, remarked in a speech that the KPI¥Ys rejection of individaal terror
had removed a major barrier to understanding between the two parties. The
contempiuous reaction of the Communists 1o this overinre made it clear
that the KPT) had not abandoned its line on sociai fascism. Butthe preceding
two months had witnessed a new initiative in the Communists” ‘ideological’
agitation among Social Democrats and particuiarly within the Reichs-
hanner, as well as new signs of interest in cooperation on the part of some
Soctal Bemocrats. ™ Moreover, on 17 and 18 October the convention of the
SA in Braunschwelg led to violent slashes and attacks by the National
Socialisty on workery guarters. The Communists took the concerted
resistance of the Braunschweig workers to these attacks and the profest
strikes that followed as a sign of the feastbility of mass sel.defence and a
signal to begin a new campaign for the organization of strikes and mass-
actions on a united-front basis. 92

The need to consolidate the working.class front againgt fascism was
made particularly acute in the eyes of Communists and Sccial Democrats
alike by the apparent regrouping of forces on the right. In the results of the
Prussian piehiscite, and the municipal elections in Hamburg and Bremen,
the KPD recognized a ‘concentration of fascist forees’; this continued into
November with the Hesstan Lapdtag elections. The working.class core
remained unafiected by the Nazi gains, it wags argued, but the middle classes
were pouring info the fascist moverent, At the party level, the changing
balance of political interest was signalled int October by the ¢reation of the
‘Harzburg Front’, an alHance of right-wing parties from the right-fiberal
Peopie’s Party to the NSDAP, whose purpose a National Socialist speaker
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described as being to win staie power. In government, too, there was a
meve to the right. On 6 October the Chancellor issued his third blanket
emergency decree, which closed (for the first time) with the express
declaration that the basic civil rights enumerated in Article 48 of the
Constitution were suaspended. The fusion of the ministries of defence and the
interior in the person of General Wilhelm Groener in the second Briining
cabinet (% October}, with its simuitaneous weakening of the moderating
influence of the Cenire Party, promised worse to come.®* Al of these
circumstances demanded of the Communists not only rapprochement with
Social Democracy but aiso renewed efforts in the ideological fight against
the Nazis.

These events also represented an acute threat fo the legality of the KPD.
in a series of statements i which it tried {o impress upon readers and
Esteners that it meant what it said, the Central Committee and its members
freely admitted that the legality of the Party was a primary consideration in
the issuing of the resolution.®* But there is no reason to guestion the
genuineness of the other reasons adduced by the Party: the need - ‘entirely
independent of questions of legality or illegality’ - to concentrate ail
energies on the organizing of mass actions, to foster ‘clarity about the
perspeciive of the Party” and end ‘all adventarist ideas that the decisive
battle is just around the corner’, and to “free the way® for ideologicat
agitation among rank.-and-ile Nazis. ®® Withelm Pieck’s speech to the
Central Commitiee Plenum the foBowing February conveys something of
the vrgency that these tasks appeared to have at the time:

Without falling into a meeod of panic, the Comrades i the Comintern: are filled with
grave conoern.., We have a situation in which fasclsm can come to power in
Germany without the Communist Party’s being able even to begin a serfous 8ght;
«dn which it s possible for the Party to be beaten by the fascists without succeeding
in leading the masses into the fight. Such & gituation can break over the Party. What
that would mean for the Comintern, anyone can count on his ten fingers.®

In fact, it was the concern of the Cominters leaders and their determination
to see their criticisms of April implemented that tipped the balance in the
decision to issue the resolution; police agents within the Berlin Party
reported that some time in October or early November Thillmann and
Neumann had been summoned to Moscow and conferred with the
Comintern Bxecutive along with Pleck and other members of the XPD.**

November 1931 to January 1933
The November resoliztion ushered in the fingl phase of the wehrhafter
Kampf. During the year and a half that followed, the Communist leadership
seized every opportunity 1o reaffirm: its opposition to individual terror. The
line established by the resolution was mainiained consistently in both
internal and public discussion, although the worsening of the economic
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and political situation in 1932 raised new anxieties and sources of
confusion in aspects of policy closely related to the wehrhafier Kamp/. The
presidential elections in the spring brought a serious shock to the Party,
with the realization that some of the thirteen million votes cast for Hitler
had come from Communist voters looking for 2 guick reselation of the
erisis. ™ At the same time, the ferror of the SA seemed to be having its desired
effect in some parts of the country ; from Wollenhbiittel and Braunschweiy
came reports of “a real anxiety-psychosiy in the face of faseist terror’, of
‘streets in which onr comrades hardly dare appear on the street after
dark’.* The SA and 88 were outlawed on 13 April, but this only served to
shift the focus of the conflict. On 25 May hand-to-hand fighting broke outin
the chamber of the Prussian Landtay ; the first blow had been struck by the
Communists after provocation from the right, bnt in the general mélde that
ensued they proved no match for the savagery of the Naug, since the
elections of 24 April the largest caucus in the house, who marched out in
trivmph singing the Horst-Wessel-Song. '® [n a letter to feliow members of
the Central Committee Thalmang reflected that in the light of these events it
would be necessary to counter both depression and “an inclination towards
individual acts against the fascistg’. 19

During the second half of the year what were viewed as radical changes
in the political situation suggested a readiusteent in the Party’s interpret-
ation of fascist terror. In its plenary session on 24 May the Central
Commitiee discussed the immninent danger of Nazi participation in govern-
ment. The fall of Briining and the institfution of an undisgaisedly
reactionary cabinet under von Papen on 1 June led Thilmann to declare:
Fascist terror, which was already,..an indispensable element in the execution of the
dictatorship by emergency decree, is expected to be openly legalived, the $A and S8
made into the fascist militla of the ...government... T believe... we have to state the

question in Germany in & different way trom what was the case, for example, in
Ttaly... But we must not underestimate the danger. %

References to Ttaly now became commonplace, and in the wake of the re-
legalization of the SA and Papen’s ‘coup’ against the Prussian government,
the Party leadership was seriously expecting a Nazi ‘march on Berlin’ at the
beginning of Angust.’® At the Fwelfth ECCI Plerum in September, Knorin
confirmed the view that ‘Germany hag entered into some kind of
qualitatively new stage’; while reminding his listeners that 1932 was not
1922, and that Germany was not faly, he decried any atternpt to draw a
distinction between the fascistic state and the ‘private’ bands of the SA, and
made the remarkable suggestion ‘that the revolutionary crisis can arise
suddeniy and unexpectediy on the basis of the confrontations between the
fighting-troops of the bourgeoisie and protetarian mass rousing itself to the
battle®, 10+

All of these prospecis demanded action, but none was meant o0 sugpest
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that armed conflict was on the immediate agenda. There remained the task
of gathering in the workers still oitside the Party, and alf through the year
Party activity stood under the twin signs of the ideclogient fight against the
Nazis and renewed efiorts in the creation of the united front from below 199
The organizational embediment of this was called into being in the wake of
the battle in the Prussian Landtag: the An#ifaschistische Aktion was
intended to provide a framework in which people from all walks of life comld
be brought together in loose coalition to fight economic, social and legal
repression, and above all a basis on which Social Democrats and
Communists could join in self-defence against the Nazis, 1%¢

Hven the immediate prospect of the Nauis in government could no longer
provoke a tactical change. On 22 January 1933, when the 5A held a mass
procession threugh Berlin, the Comintern showed ity unwillingness to
provoke a general confrontation by guashing pians for a counter-
demaonstration. ¥ After Hitler’s appointmert to the Chancellorship on 30
January, there was certainly a general sense that this “seizure of power’
meant the beginning of a new era, but leading members of the Party denied
that any radical change had occurred. ‘As gravely as we regard the
situation’, Wilhelm Pieck told reporters on 6 February, “we are by no means
pessimistic. Instead of bread, potatoes, coal, the government offers only
promises and terror, and this must have a demorslizing effect on the
labouring people in the NSDAP... For the present our tagk i limited to
making the workers capable of action for the struggle for their existence. 18
At the first illegal meeting of the Central Committee on the foowing day,
Thilmann spoke of ‘certain elements of civil war’, but the agenda remained
the same. The sections of the Party were charged with preparing fo go
underground while at the same time carrying on a wide-ranging propa-
ganda for the new elections in March, with erganizing resistance against
the new wave of terror while doing everything to avoid provoking a ban. 1%
By the end of the month, the KPD, its press and its leaders were proscribed,
ity members subject to the terror of state and party alike. The battle for the
streets” had taken on a new character, as Communists who did not rapidly
divappear or make amends with their former streetfighting adversaries
learned to their cost.'® But as late as May 1933 the Party was stil
explaining to anvbody who was still listening : ‘Our rotto, now as ever, is:
Not through individual ferror, but only through mass terror witl we go
forward in our fight... To follow the tactic of individual terror would mean
the end of the Party...'?1}

Hr

Puring 1932 the Party leadership gave evidence of wanting to distance
itself from the wehrhafier Kampf altogether, as it had previously been
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conceived. The ambivalence of orthodox Marxists about an agitation
located primarily outside the workplace came out in slightly garbled terms
in January 1932, when the Berlin District Leadership condemned:

tendencies towards exclusive concentration of the fighting energy of the workers
against Nazi-terror ... Such a false orlentation means ... concentrating the struggle
on the neighbourhoods and the petty-bourgeois masses, where the Nazi influence is
strongest. But the struggle ... concerns above all struggle for the faciories, 1?

"This may reflect official optimism about prospects for a new initiative in the
united-front campaign, ard, indeed, the Berlin Party organization was
censured by the BCCI the following Tune for allowing itself to be tempted into
negotiations with SPP officials.’*® But even apparent successes of the
united-front effort in the wehrhafter Kempf prompted anxieties ai this time.
The Party was never satisfied with the formation oflocal SPD-KPD alliances
on the purely ‘technical basis’ of self-defence in any case, stnce the ultimate
aim of the united-front campalign was the avowed commitinent of the Social
Pemocrats to the Commupgist movement. During late 1932 there were not
only complaints within the KPD that the Social Democrats’ ‘will to the
united front” was still manifested largely on the basis of “isolated demands
and ... resistance to fascist terror’, but even claims that SPD and
Reichsbanner members were encouraging individusl terror by their
exclasive emphasis on joint defence, '™

This suggests a deeper-runping worry on the part of the KPD leadership
about the persistence of individual terror. The fact that the Central
Commitiee’s resolution of November 1931 did not bring an end {0
Communist violence, interpreted by the police as a sign of the KPIYs
insineerity, was in fact evidence of a rebellion within the Party, which the
leadership did its best to suppress. The united-front initiatives of the months
that followed the issuing of the resolution were accompanied by vigorous
attempts to enforoe the resolution. If it had been possible before then for
individual members fo miss the point of the Party’s offictal statements, or to
pick and cheose among the contradictory elements of the presentation of
the wehrhafter Kampf, i was no ionger so afterwards. And the fact that the
resolution not only failed o suppress gang-style violence in practice but also
met with active and outspoken opposition from certain sections of the Party
makes it possible to begin to examine more closely the divergences in
attitudes between leadership and rank and 8le and the fault-lines in the
Communist organization along which they developed.

The most important of the KPD members to be disciplined in the name of
the November resolution was Heinz Neumann. The meeting of Central
Comymittee and Comintern Executive members in Moscow which preceded
the issuance of the November resolution also brought to an end a struggle
for power betweeen the membere of the leading “friumvirate” in the Central
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Committee - Thiimann, Neomann and Hermann Remmele - which had
been raging since the spring. Neumann was removed from the Party
Secretartatin May 1932.'% The following August, he was expelled from the
Political Bureau, and at the Twelfth ECCT Plenum in September he was
publicly condemned for underestimating the Naz threat and advocating
individeal terror, U°

The exient to which the struggle within the KPD leadership was a conflict
over substantive issues, in which Neumann maintained a distinct ‘terror-
istic’ position in opposition to Thélmann and the erthodoxy of the
Comintern, remains a subject for debate. Nenmann did personify the more
sensational aspects of Communist propaganda, and there is evidence thatin
Berlin, at least, the Party rank and file was aware of the existence of a
‘Nemmann-tendency’ and a ‘Thilmann-tendency’, and identified the
former with activism. Moreover, Neumann was an exceedingly popular
figure within the Party, much in demand as & speaker. Whatever its valne
for Thilmann’s personal power-position, the disciplining of Neumann
Rilfilied the function of impressing on the membership the seriousness of the
Central Committee’s intentions in the wehrhafter Kampf. ¥

Ameng other leading figures censured, removed from their posts, or
brought publcly to recant in the course of the following year were Centrai
Committee members Hermann Remmele and Leo Fleg, the Communist
Youth leaders Alfred Hiller and Kurt Miilier and the Organizational Leader
for Berlin, Albert Kuntz. V'® “With the liquidation of the Neumann-Miiller-...
Remmele ... group’, Thilmann announced at theend of 1932, “the XJVD is
sacrificing a full dozen functionaries to the Party’ .1 In keeping with the
resolution and with Brnst Thilmann’™s remark that “we should not fear
{purgning] the consequences of thig resolution, even at the organizational
fevel’, 12 gtill harsher measures were applied at the lower levels of the Party.
Some members were expeiled; others, probably the majority of Party
workers, preferred the lesser humiliation: of carrying ouf a political aboui-
face, 13t

Within a week of its formulation, the Party’s decision was being
expounded in the Berlin localy. Heinz Neumann himself was dispatched to
speak to one of the series of Party-workers” conferences held around the
city. 122 As the Party’s instructors and local secretaries took up the task of
advocatiog a policy which many of them had been directly contradicting
the week before, voices of protest began to be raised, Members were loath to
take the new Hne seriousty, speculating that it had been inspired by such
diverse and peripheral considerations as the Chinese war, fights among the
Party’s intellectisals, or the mability of the Party’s Red Aid organization to
pay the costs of any further prosecutions. Others saw the resolution as a
genuine reflection of the Central Committee’s views, but nevertheless
balked at accepting it.'?* The meetings of some of the Berlin cells witnessed
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stormy debates and even fist-fights. 12* Tven functionaries whe had adopted
the new line expressed dotbis about its feasibility, ‘in view of a sitnation in
which the Nazis are openly arming for civil war’, while others returned
within a few weeks to the open advocacy of terror, '#5

The Party’s youth accused the leadership of cowardice and betrayal. A
jetter of protest from a Communist Youth groupin the north of Berlin calied
the resolution “a licence for the fascist terror-groups against the workers’:

We, as revolutionary youth, have always seen the best defence against fascist
attacks in retaliation, Nof only mass-struggle - but also individual ferror! We don’t
care for the idea that, if we are murdered by SA-men, a smali part of the proletariat
will carry out a halé-hour’s protest strike, which only makes the S$A laugh for having
got off so lightly... We have come to the conclusion that the fear of illegality played
an important réle in the formziation of the resolution. To this we remark that we
Young Communists carried out a large part of the illegal work of the Party at the
time of the emergency decrees, withont groasing or asking the consequences. Bue if
illegality appears so frightful fo the Central Committes, then we will of necessity stop
all iliegal work, so that nobody can try to lay the blame on us in case of a ban on the
Party. It’s quite clear to us that that will cost us much in revolutionary energy and
dynamism and we will lose our character as & revolutionary youth organization.
Thanks to this resolution the once purest flame of revolution will be reduced to a
flickering oli-spot—-and we shalf no deabt have to wait for the Soviet Germany that.
we all yearn for so passionately until it drops down as a gift from heaven,'?

The Communist Youth was and remained a source of resistance to the
resolution, 3%

The situration in the defence organizations was even more serious, There,
many categorically refused to adhere to the Central Committee’s ruling.
Along with the familiar arguments, that the Party was neglecting the
interests of its members and of the revolution, “that the resolution .. is &
product of cowardice and calculated to make the cowardice of the Party
leadership obligatory for the opposing party’, RFB leaders excused their
recalcitrance with the view that the resofution was binding for the Party,
but not for its auxiliaries. Some left the defence organizations; one RFB
leader was quoted as saying, ‘If the Party won’t lead the fight against
fascism, we'll just join the Nazs.’ Others remained and carvied on the fight
with their accustomed violent methods, or maintained a truculent passivity
in the face of all efforts to involve them In the Party’s mass-actions. 128

These groups continued to generate problems for the Party leadership for
soime time to come. At the end of 1931 it was reported that several
Communist Reichstag deputies had proposed that the REFB be dissolved, in
order to put an end to the embarrassing indiscipline of its members, The
suggestion foundered on the threat of the RFB leadership not to tolerate the
posting in the next election of any candidate who had supported i€,

The conflict was reactivated inr the wake of the Fwelfth ECC! Plenum,
when it became stili clearer that organizational rivalries were fuelling the
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policy debate. In Berlin in October and November 1932 there was a round
of attacks from the Party on the R¥B, which, Party faithfuls compiained,
was ‘geiting completely out of line {tanze vollkommen aus der Reihe]. They
received a characteristic answer from one RFB leader in Pankow

in the past months the Party had cut off the fighting organizations completely and
characterized them as ‘Neumann-Formations’, The members of the “Hinheit’ fllegal
RFB! were put out, and it was right that Just at present they weren’t directly
foliowing the instructions of the Party. He was doing his best (o keep the members
under control, but if they didn't turn out for demonstrations there was nothing he

could do abeus it. After al, the fghting formations were not created to go en public
prosenades. 50

The Party pointedly refused to call out the RFB to help in the Berlin
transport strike. By the time the District Party Congress met in Berlin on 19
and 20 November, however, the new wave of organizational measures,
combined with the agitational successes of the strike and the Reichstag
elections, had effectively silenced opposition. '™

In the course of the campaign of enforcement, the Party theoreticians and
pubtlicists developed their own stereotype of the ‘terrorists’: they came out
of the elements most recently recruited to the Party, the young and *parts of
the unemployed’. They were therefore unschooled, subject o theoretical
‘confusion’ and easily swayved by “antique, hackneyed “arguments” ’ such
as ‘intimidating the enemy’ and ‘stirring up the masses’. They were also
peculiarly liable to react emotionaily to SA violence, with feelings of *despair
and revenge’. All of this became particulariy volatile in combination with a
false understanding of the revolufionary perspective - either expectationy
of an immediately impending insurrection or {paradoxically) a belief that
the Nazis should be allowed - or helped - to seize power as the necessary
prelude to a proletarian uprising, or some unformulated combination of the
tWO.132

We shall have occasion to compare this image whth one level of reality as
we exarnine some streetfighting groups and individuals. It has already been
suggested that a whole set of attitudes which the Party retrospectively
condemned and linked o the practice of individual terror were implicit in
the Party line itself. In the “fight on two fronts” which the KPD waged during
the “Third Period’, the line between deviations of left and right, between
euphoria and despair, adventurism and resignation, which represented the
theoretically correct pesition, was very thin indeed, The highly functiona-
list character of the theory of fascism propagated by the Soviet and German
parties, by making the deawing of distinctions between the violent ‘fascist’
party and the repressive *fascist’ system both lepitbmate in prineiple and
serantically difficult, was as likely to encourage exclusive concentration
on the physical fight against the SA as to produce the reaction of the RFB
leader who thought he could fight fascism by joining the Nanis,
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But consideration of the responses actually eveked by the attempts to
enforce that line suggests that the fractious rank and file wag not so much
thinking incorrect thoughts as speaking a different language from that of
the leadership. Terror, fascism, organizing the revolution - all these words
had spectal meanings for them. That the words themselves were drawn
from the official vocabulary of the Party underlines the central problem of
any analysis of KPD policy. The leadership itself was using the same
tanguage for two different purposes: on the one hand, to communicate its
understanding of the political situation, and on the other, as a spur fo
action. Responsible both for practical action and agitation and for the
maintenance of a correct theoretical ling, the Communist leaders could not
cease to represent both senses of every expression, however incoherent the
resulting discourse might be, and the same paradex appears in their
unsaccessiul atterapts to control and divect the forms of viclence that they
could not cease to encourage.

The meaning individual members drew from the words of the keadership,
like the way they perceived the uses of violence, was determined by their
position in the struggle to which the Party directed them. The soctal and
political events that presented themselves to the leadership as problems for
analysis and challenges fo the integrity and versatility of Leninist theory
appeared to the membership most immediately as real threats and tasks
demanding practical solutions. Even when the rank and file continued to
operate within the framework of officiaily established priovities, the need to
make sense of and respond to everyvday reality could lead to a bending or
stretching of Party policy, Thus a KPD organizer in East Prussia, taxed with
encouraging individual terror, threw the Central Commitiee’s logic back in
its face: ‘...t was necessary to talk radically so that there would be a fight
with the Nagis in KOnigswalde for once so as to come to a united front with
the SPI¥.#

in the reaction of the November resclufion in Berlin, however, there are
signs of a much more radical disiuncture between the perceptions of
leadership and membership, The wehrhafter Kempf, for the leadership in
essence an instrumment of propaganda and one - and by no means the most
important - of a whole series of struggles and levels of struggle, had
become, for some Communists at keast, the fight against a direct menace to
tife and liend in which the stakes were raised with every new confrontation.
The problem was the SA, the solution, its removal with the simplest and
most effective means available.

This is the ‘military-technical” approach in ity simplest form, and {£is not
surprising that the foughest resistance to the November resolution came
from the sections of the Party that were most closely involved with the
execution: of the wehrhafter Kampf. T the languape of opposition was that of
anxiety and commitenent to the physical fight, the accent in which it was
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expressed was that of organizational seli-consciousness. An examination of
the Party’s defence organizations, which were both the focus for discussion
of the wehrhafter Kampf and, by their very existence, the embodiment of
official propaganda for it, should suggest some of the sources of that seli-
eonsciousness and its relation fo the practice of individual terror.
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Organizing the wehrhafter Kampf:
The Communist defence formations

The banning of the RFB at a time when all signs pointed to a new round of
brutal repression from above and revolutionary action from below was a
double blow to the Communist Party. It had been deprived of the
organizational framework In which an effective seli-defence movement
might have been developed; this, at least, was what the Party publicists
continued to argue for the next three-and-a-half years.? At the same time,
the KPD had lost one of its most popular and successful united-front organs.
Since its earliest years, the RFB’s defence functions had been ancillary to its
broader purpose as a mass-organization : to draw non-Communists into the
meovement, to spread propaganda, especially through ‘antimilitarist’
agitation, and to carry argument and discassion into the ranks of the army,
police and other paramilitary formations, most notably the Reichsbanner.?

In the discussions over possible replacements for the RFB, Party
tacticians were wont to stress that the tasks of the “Third Period’ required a
new kind of organization. Significantly, the functions of active self-defence
were explicitly emphasized in contrast to the popular propaganda, parades
and ‘militaristic Brimborium’ appropriate to the years of social peace.? But as
long as the gathering-in of the masses remained the immnediate aim of the
Party, this distinction was imperfectly realized. The military and defence
organizations of the KPD transiated into practice a by now familiar set of
tensions : between the principles of cadre- and mass-organization, of factory
and neighbourhood, of propaganda and technical efficiency.

I

The first considerations of the Party in the wake of the fighting in Berlin
were technical ones; what was needed was an organ of physical sell
defence which couid also provide marshals for demonstrations., This
conception was dubbed ‘Proletarischer Selbstschuty’ (PSS, Proletarian self-
defence). At the Twelfth Congress, in June, the RBerlin organization pressed
for a resolution laying outin detail the structire and functions of a PSS. This

%8
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proposal was rejected by the Political Comandssion, for ‘the character of the
sel-defence organs must vary ... accerding fo the character of the various
struggies’.* At the beginning of July, however, a set of provisional
instructions for the creation of a PSS was issued. ft emphasized the need to
prepare the proletariat for the coming military conflict while at the same
time giving special attention to preventing a further outbreak of ‘sponta-
neous armed fighting-actions’. These functions were to be combined with
“broad ideological education and schooling on the lessons of the German
and international civil-war experience’ and broad political activity, but
above all with specific defence tasks in the factories, at meetings and
demonstrations, and in all forms of public agitation. Like the RFB, the PSS
was {o be factory-based and serve as an organ of the united front, but the
traditional element of mass-appeal was subordinated to the interests of
technical efficienicy and reliability:

Aithough a broad mass basis must be striven for from the beginning ... ¥ must
nevertheless be understood that the PSS will find its broad mass-base ondy when the
workers® struggles culminate in revelutionary struggles ... The cadres of the PSS
comprise the most pelitically active comrades ... and members of the ... mass-
grganizations as well as reliable workers,®

At the same time as the PSS was under discussion, Cornmunist organizers
were casting about for instruements to fulfil the old RFR’s broader political
and organizational role. In this process the Comintern military experts
offered guidance in the form of a carte-blanche : “The organizations for seif-
defence must not be secret organizations within the Communist Parties, but
organs of the united front ... unless, of course they are broad mass-
organizations or smaller groups for special tasks.” The conclusions of the
Tenth ECCE Plenum were somewhat more explicit: they called for a
combination of Prolfetarischer Sethstschutz in the factories with ‘broad,
solid, permanent prolefarian resistance-organizations’, neither of which
however should be allowed to prejudice the Party’s duty to maintain the
RFB as an underground formation.”

The Comintern’s decision helped to resolve confusion and uncertainty in
several areas, Numerous large-scale organizations had sprung up following
the RFB ban, in what some observers described ag a ‘Wehrwirrwarr’, and
the Central Commitice began to epcourage the consclidation of these
groups with its memorandum of 25 July. The memorandum, which referred
to the danger of the disgtrict organizations” ‘letting themselves be surprised
by the initiative of the workers from below’, suggested that the Party had
been in danger of kosing control of the movement. ® Fhere followed & series of
organizng rallies, at which new formations were founded, whose functions
fay in the area of broad antifascist agitation. While they had self-defence
tasks to carey out in the neighbourhoods and factories, these groups were
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instructed to avoid the wuse of the ierm “Wehrorganisation’ (‘defence
organization”). Their names varied widely, in a calculated attempt to
confuse the police; and, indeed, all outward signs of uniformity or
centralization or of continuify of structures or personnel with the RFB were
discouraged in order to frustrate the persistent efforts of the authorities fo
prove that the new organizations were (illegal) continuations of the old.?

The Antifaschistische Junge Garde (Young Antifascist Guard) provided a
cawtionary example. Founded in Berlin in July, the AJG had nearly 2000
members in the city by the end of September. But by February 1930,
following the murder of Horst Wessel, the Bertin authorities thought they
had encugh evidence to ban the AJG on the basis that it was a cover-
organization for the banned Rote Jungiront.'® A year later, the remaining
sections of the AJG counted some 4000 members across the country. !

By this time, the Party could argue that it had no need of a replacement
for the RFR, since that organization had never been dissolved. Here, too, the
Tenth Plenum brought the beginning of the end of debate and indecision.
Although there were signs that the ban on the RFB had not been entirely
unexpected, the initial reaction of the Commumist leadership in May was
one of uncertainty, The ban posed the immediate practical problem of
holding onto the R¥FB’s membership, which began to fall away very rapidly.
By the end of May the Berlin police were reporting that about one-guarter of
the old RFB membership remained true to the Party, and only the
organization’s marching-bands - officially regarded as recreational rather
than political groups and consequently relatively immune fo
prosecution ~ showed any sign of holding together.!* It was clear at this
stage that considerable opposition existed within the Party to the wasteful
and hazardous prospect of carrving on the RFB as such underground. At the
end of August, however, Party speakers began to report to the distriet
organizations that the Central Committee had finally decided that the RFB
was to continue operating as an illegal organization. By the middie of
October, the RFB in Berlin had already developed a considerable under.
ground machine, with couriers, cover-names, safe addresses and front-
organizations. ™

The only function that the RFB as such possessed, now that the triad of
organizational forms was officially established, was that of agitating for its
own legality. The PSS had taken over its self-defence functions, the
antifascist organizations its propaganda role. There was no clear picture at
first of what the illegal RFB had to do except be itself, and this was
characteristic of the Party’s ad hoc approach to its organizations during this
whole period. As the Central Commiitee’s representative in Saxony said,
addressing himself to some of the prevailing notions about the future of the
RYB: ‘We cannot create any forms of organization to last for years, nor can
we say that the illegal RFB will be the basis for a future revolutionary army.
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We can only organize according to the political necessities as they exist at
the moment.” !¢

£

Before going on to consider the development of the RFB in the context of the
Party’s illegal activities, we may return to the sphere of legat organization.
Even after the decision had been made to maintain af three forms of
organization concurrently, there was some dissatisfaction about the status
of the legal antifascist and deferce groups. Members of the RFB and even of
the Party feared that they wouid draw members away from the R¥FB, and it
was widely felt that they shouid never have been formed in the first place ™
Nevertheless, the reasons for their formation - public seli-defence and
popular agitation - remained compelling. The changes that took place in
their organization generaily followed the changes in the Party’s policy on
fascism.

The tactical errors that had been committed at the time of their founding
began to work themselves out early in 1930, By late spring it was clear that
the replacement-organizations for the RFR were not flourishing as had been
hoped and that the Party leadership was considering a reerganization. The
resolution on the fight against fascism of 4 June 1930 included a cali for the
formation of Rote Betriebswehren (Red Factory Guards).1¢

Like many of the KFI¥s organizational initiatives in this period, the
campaign for the creation of Red Factory Guards gave the impression of
solving a problem thai it oniy served fo obscure. The new formations
represented not a coordination of the defence movement but rather an
additional layer of organization and administration. This was apparent in
the directives for their creation, issued at the end of July, in which the Party
leadership reminded s members: “In the formation of the Red Factory
(Guards it must be clear from the beginning that they must not be confused
with the antifascist and other seif-defence organizations of the revolution-
ary proletariai.’¥” The ‘Fighting Committee of Red Berlin against Fascism’,
founded shortly after the publication of the June resohution to ceordinate
the new campaign, also recognized as a parailel task 10 the creation of
Factory Guards thai of ‘organizing the fight against fascism in the
proletarian neighbourhoods through the consolidation of the marshal
corps {Ordnerdienst] and with the aid of antifascist fighting-committees”, *®

The greater significance of the Red Factory Guards was as the organiz-
ational expression of the concerns voiced in the June resolution. Punda-
mental o Communist activity in the light of that resolution was the idea
that the fight against fascism, as a part of the broad fight against the
enemes of the working class, had to be fought in the terms and with the
means that were essential to the Communist movernent. The need for the
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concentration of self-defence in the factories was aiready being discussed in
KPD organs in the spring, when it was argued that factory-based
organization had practical advaniages over neighbourhood organization
because the workers’ ‘sense of belonging together” was stronger in the
workshop than in the apartment-block."?

Fhe second aspect of policy which the Factory Guards were designed to
embody was that of mass.struggle. Unlike the PSS, the Factory Guards
atmed at the broadest possible participation; unlike evenr the mass
antifascist organizations, they were conceived as being loosely organized
voluntary associations, not distributing membership cards or exaciing
dues. The conviction that lay behind this was made explicit in the July
directives: ‘The fight against fascism is not to be carried on with individual
acts or unplanned brawls, but above all in the broad ideclegical mass-
struggle and with the appropriete mass-organs.’

At the same time, the Factory Guards represent in their structure an
incorplete realization of this principle. The Party was stil guided by
considerations of technical efficiency when it recommended from the
beginning that the basic unit or organization be the group of ten *in order fo
reinforce the sense of strength and guarantee a certain degree of striking
power’. In the autumn of 1930, however, writers in Comintern and Party
organs began fo arficulate a more broadly political conception of pro-
letarian self-defence. Special emphasis was placed on maintaining the
distinction, in theory and practice, between the highly centralized form-
ations of the National Secialists and the forms of seif-defence appropriate to
the working-class movement. Exclusive reliance on military ‘professionals’
and disciplined cadres, the Comintern’s military expert argued, could be
tolerated in a movement which organized among the lower-middie classes
and which operated with the approval of and in cooperation with the
police; but he condemned the persisience of such ideas of a division of
iabour within the Communist movement. There, the conditions of life and
of political activity required that ‘every revolutionary worker must be
iboth] politician and “military man’ ’. Special defence-formations could
participate - *but only participate’ - in the self-defenice movement, which
must be a mass-movernent, its organizational forms flexible and responsive
to changing circumstances.”

The Kampfound gegen den Faschismus {Fighting League against Fas-
cism), founded in September 1930, came a little closer in some ways to
embodying this conception of a self-defenice movement than had the
Factory Guards, although in others it represented a return to more familiar
forms of membership organization. The occasion for the creation of the
Kampfbund was the Reichstag election of 14 September ; the gains made by
both Communises and National Socialists made #t imperative that the Party
find a means for simultaneously collecting and holding the millions of new
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Communist voters and combating the influence of Nazism among the
others. In addition, this new initiative, like every major organizational
andertaking of the KPD since 1924, mirrored a change in the Social
Demacratic camp; just after the elections the Reichsbanner had begun to
organize special sections {Schutzformationen or Schufos} for self.defence
parposes. Die Rote Fahne announced the Communists” new organization on
the 26th, and the Kampibund was officially founded at amass rally in Berlin
or the 28th #

Int the eyes of the Party leadership, the fanctions of the Kampfbund were
primarily political and organizational : ‘to create the political conditions in
which it will be possible to strike down fascism decisively’.2® §t stood
squarely in the tfraditien of Communist mass-organizations, porinaily
independent of the Party iiself, its purpose {o draw outsiders into the
Communist movement.™ In this case, the principal object of attention was
the worker who might ordinarily be attracted to the Reichsbanner, and the
means was emphasis on a common antifascism. At the same time, of
course, the Kampfbund was to be instrumenial in weakening the fascist
movement through action and argument. The functions of physical
defence, the wehrhafter Kampf, were thus essential to its aims, In the
muktiplicity of its projected activities, the Kampibung was the nearest thing
to a new edifion of the R¥RB that the KPD could have produced after 1929,
and within the Comintern the conviction of the Kampfbund’s propaganda
character was 0 strong as to provoke suggestions that its militant defensive
aspect should be sacrificed in the interests of the kind of popular appeal that
had characterized the legal R¥FB.* Nevertheless, the insistence of the
Kampibund leadership that the organization was neither a ‘substitute R¥B’
nor a ‘red SA” - neither a parading-formation nor an instrument of
terror-** may be taken as reflecting a reai difference in conception hetween
the old mass organization and the new.

The differing rubrics under which the two organizations operated
themselves implied variations in practice. The RFB’s opposition to ‘militar-
ism’ was part of a long revolutionary tradition and was accordingly diffuse
in its methods and targets. The Kampfbund’s antifascism reflected the
" immediate political crisis, characterized by the rise to prominence of a single
adversary ; although its ultimate ambitions were as global as the orthodox
definition of ‘fascism’, its activities were explicitly directed against the
National Socialists.

The directives for the formation of the Kampibund, issued together with a
draft set of statutes within two weeks of the Berlin rally, called Jor action to
hait the progress of National Socialism in three areas:* in the factories
Kampfbhund members had to carry on an “ideological’ fight against existing
National Socialist factory groups; they had to prevent the creation of new
groups through “systematic political cuitivation of the workers” and by
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agitating for the expulsion from the factory of intransigent fascists. The
Kampfbund must respond to Naz propaganda with its own lterature, hold
its own meetings in the factories and provide speakers to appear at Naz
meetings. & must fight strike-breaking and provide defence for antifascist
workers during strikes and in meetings within the shop. The functions of
the Kampfbund in the labour exchanges paraileled those in the factory;
they inchided distribution of propaganda material, the organization and
defence of meetings, “fight against the fascist practice of the labour-
exchange directors’, and support of the organization’s activities in the
factories and neighbourhoods. In the neighbourhoods the Kamapibund was
expected not only to carey on Communist propaganda but o find out which
residents were members of the NSDAP and readers of the fascist press and
give special attention fo winning them over. To the organization and
deferice of meetings were added the systematic defence of workers’ taverns
and other establishments and ‘the organizing and carrying out of decistve
measures against National Socialist street propaganda’.

In spite of the ideal and appearance of administrative centralization
characteristic of all Commaunist organizations, the Kampfbund'’s structure
ieft room for a considerable degree of local initiative. The single most potent
solvent of the lines of command between Berlin and the individual sections
was the financial situation of the Kampfhund’s national leadership,
regedarly described as “disastrous’ or ‘catastrophic’. The locals were thrown
back on thetr own rescurces, and the organization’s poverty continued to
refiect the poverty of its members; at a meeting of the Kampfbund in the
Zentrum district of Berlin o 5 October 1931, the groupleaders pointed out:

The fact that the sale of Fanfare [the Xampfbund’s newspaper] cannet be pushed
enough is partly due to the fact that the market is literally flooded with proletarian
literature. These masses cannot even raise the 10 Plennigs for the newspaper any
more. On the other hand ... the comrades ... slways try to unload them on the
already impoverished shopkeepers.

Repeated failure to live up to the expectations of the leadership led to
organizational changes on several occasions during the two and a half
years of the Kampfbund’s life ; these were carried out with varying degrees
of consistency at the local level. As carly as january of 1931 the
detachments were encouaraged to delegate the most important and delicate
organizational tasks to groups {Aktivgruppen) of three 1o five men,*® The
following Aprit the first national conference of Kampfbund leaders, meeting
in Berlin, complained that foo many locals were neglecting the political
duty of “‘ideclogical mass-struggle’ and called for a peneral reorganization as
the answer to the Kampfbund’s problenss.®®

The most compelling anxiety behind these continnal readjustments in
organization arose from the spectacle of stagnation and even falling
aumbers, The Kampibund abserbed most of the existing antifascist and
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Table 1. Membership of Kampfbund gegen den Faschismus 1931

and 1932
Germany Bexln
Registered Paid-up  Registered Paid-up
1938
May ca 113-113,714 10-3 2,000
Cetobey 98,208 43,812 6,809 3,546
November 99,207 46,841 6,809 3,723
Becember 136,293 7,006
1932%
Tanuary 32,197 18,599 7000 3,127
February 36,950 25,394 TO06 2,920
March 75,871 29,538 6,500 3,319
Aprit 79,863 21,70% 4,504 2,565
May 63,351 34,773 4,700 3,953
June 61,114 11,782 5,000 2024
Sonirces
! ‘Die grganisatorische Enfwickiung der Partet im Jahre 19317, BAK NS 26/810,
p. 115,

? Sekretacviat dos ZK 1o Crgabtethung des ZK, 30 August 3932, BAK R45 Iv/23,
The figures for 1932 were admitted 0 be incomplete, since i was discovered
tkat the XKampfound bad not been keeping & regular record of membership
figures.

deferzce organizations, so that membership rose rapidly during the first few
months of #s existence. In mid-December it claimed 38,000 members; at
the beginning of March Die Rote Fahne reported 95,000 Kampdbund
members and 100,000 still in other antifascist groups.™ During the second
half of 1931, however, the movement began to stagnate, and numbers
continued to fall through 1932; at times fower than one in five of the
registered members were paid-up. The situation in Berlin-Brandenburg was
particularly unsatisfactory ; the number of registered Kampfbund members
{ell from between ten and twelve thousand in May 1931 to 5060 in June of
1932 {see Table 1). One Berlin local, with & total Party membership of
50060, had no more than thirty-five detachments.™

The Kampfbund also suilered, if anything to a greater extent than the
Party, from & familiar complex of problems ; high vnemployment, unsatis-
factory basis in the factories, and rapid fluctuation of membership. In
Becember of 1931, Berlin-Brandenburg had only four Factory Detach-
ments. At the district conference for Berlin-Brandenburg in September
1931, eighty-eight of the ninety-six delegates from the city of Berlin were
unemploved, as were three~-quarters of all the delegates. In contradiction to
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claimg in the Party press that the vast majority of the Kampibund’s
membership was Social Pemocratic or of no party, speakers at the Berlin
district conference criticized the lack of success in united-front efforts. Here,
100, their audience was iving proof of their point: fifty-one of the Berlin
delegates, and fifty of the ninety-five provincial representatives were Party
members ; fully twenty-one of the 216 present had come to the Kampibund
from outside the Commupist movement - one from the SPD, one from the
SAJ and fourteen from reformist trade unions.3?

Without abandoning the Kampfbund, the Party continued to search for
the means of broadening the basis of the self-defence movement. The next
organization to be created was the Red Mass Self-Defence {Roter Massen-
seibstschutz, RMSS). The campalgn for the RMSS had its origins in the
intensive united-front drive that began, for the Communists, at the end of
1931, and which paralieled efforts on the part of the SPD and organized
labour to create their own organs of resistance to National Socialism.

In December 1931, the fron Front {Eiserne Front) was formed by a
coalition of Social Democrats and Free Trade Unions as a mass antifascist
movement ; in January the Trade Unions began to make propaganda for
their own antifagcist cadres, the Hammerschaften. Against this back-
ground, the Berlin Communists started their agitation for mass seif-defence,
taking as the occasion the batile between Nazis and colonists in the
allotment colony ‘Felseneck’ in Reinickendorf on 18 January, in which a
Commaunist and a National Soctalist were killed. On 14 February, Die Rote
Fahne reported on the first delegates’ conference of the new sel-defence
movemnent: 170 detachments were represented, including five Factory-,
five Women’s-, elevenn Kampibund-, fifteen Setflement- (Siedler), twenty-
five Unemployed- and ninety-two Neighbourhood-Detachments. The dele-
gates adopted a resolution which read in part : “We regard it as our primary
fask {o win back the Secial Democratic workers and those organized in
trade-unions from the “Iron Hindenburg-Front” for the red united
front.*s3

At the Plenary Session of the Central Committee a week later, the
Organizational Leader for Berlin, Albert Kuntz, claimed that ‘thousands’
had already been organized into the neighbourhood and unemploved
detachments in the city, two-thirds of therm without previcus party affi-
iiation. This was the meeting at which the Party’s new attempts to enforce
united-front policy after the storms of Autumn, 1931, were ratified, and
here Ernst Thilmann frst referred directly fo the *development of red mass
self-defensce on the broadest basis against the murderous terror of Hitler-
fascism ™™ Within a few weeks the sections of the Kamphbund were
instructed fo begin organizing the RMSS, in order to make up for a recent
{udt In the wehrhafter Kampl {(interpreted as a reaction to the anti-terror
resofution of November 1933} and to coordinate the offensive against the
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Nazis with the attack on the Iron Front. A set of offictal directives for the
RMSS was issued in April %

These directives described the RMSS as a loosely organized unifed-front
movement, designed to incliade all “forces of the working class that are
prepared for militant defence’ still remaining outside the proletarian
(Communist) defence organizations, in non-partisan formations under the
ieadership of the XPD and the Kampfbund. Its functions included providing
defence and security in the familiar areas of working-class and Party
activity, as well as the more general ‘armouring of all antifascists’,
Distribution of the Kampfbund press and mass-propaganda against Naz
and ‘social-fascist demagogy’ were its principal politicai tasks.

In addition, the rdle of the Communists ag representatives and protectors
of the working-.class community at large was more clearly articalated than
ever before. Buring 1931 the Kampfbund had been exhorted on occasion to
make itself generally useful in the community, particularly in rural areas
where it might intervene against foreclosures or help out in natural
catastrophes. Detachments of the unemployed had already begun to
interfere with evictions in Berlin in late 1931.3¢ The RMSS directives
brought the first mention of the prevention of evictions and forcible sale by
auction as a statutory function of the defence movement. The range of
broadly social tasks allied to the antifascist and defence functions was
extended during the summer of 1932, the period of the Antifaschistische
Aktion, when the RMSS formations were absorbed into the movement,
They were regarded as the ‘principal component’® of the Unity Committees
( Binheitsausschiisse} that were the organs of the Antifaschistische Aktion,
These were formed, Jtke the RMSS, on the basis of factories, labour-
exchanges, neighbourhoods, apartment-blocks and allotment gardens, and
pursued the same aims as the RMSS in agitation against the Nazi presence,
against economic and soctal hardships and for the concrete demands of the
workers in their respective spheres. ™

The recommended structure of the mass self-defence movement accorded
with the breadth of its ambitions, Membership was open to all who shared
‘the sincere will to fight actively against fascism in every form, especially
against the Nazis’. The only necessary procedure for joining an RMSS
formation was the entering of one’s name in a membership-list ; there were
oo membership cards or dues. No formal organizational distinction was
made between men and women or youth and adults, Non-Communis{s
were encouraged to participate in local leadership. Tnitially # was
recornmended that individual formations shouid comprise no more than
fifty members in groups of between nine and eleven. But during the first
months considerable room was allowed for local initiative in the choice of
organizational forms.

As with the Kampfbund, however, the second half of 1932 brought an
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attempt to streamline the organization. In the instructions for formation of
the recommended ‘inity Committees’, the size of individual RMSS-
formations and groups was reduced, and the defence sections were declared
to be independent within the context of the Antifaschistische Aktion. The
leadership of the Party and of other defence organizations in the movement
was confirmed by the establishment of local executive boards composed of
ofie representative each of the Party, Kampfbund, RMSS, ‘other defence
organizations’ (usually the illegal RFB) and Corpmunist sport league. These
boards were to control the training and deployment of groups of individaal
detachments in their own neighbourhooeds and were exclusively em-
powered to authorize a formation to act outside its assigned territory ; only
in emergencies could a detachment decide on action for itself. >

Reginning in August, moreover, the leadership of the RMSS placed
special emphasis on the aspects of military training and preparedness. This
was almost certainly inspived by the reality of National Socialist terrorin the
sumuner of 1932 and by the Party’s fears of a Naz coup. Information
reaching the Berlin police sugpested that it was undertaken under the
pressure of circomstaneces and in spite of the sense that the training-up of
new troops rmight further encourage adventurism and individual terror.®

Amemoranduem circulated to the RMSS sections in early August set forth
the ideal of a network of street-detachments, highly disciplined, flexible,
and prepared to respond to any threat. It identified three degrees of
mobilization: the most serious {(hichsie Alarmbereitschaft), a Nazi Putsch;
‘local disorders, which car be inhibited by the neighbourboed-sections’;
and ‘small incidents, which are dealt with by the street-detachments
themseives’. It called for spectal attention 1o be given to the outlying areas of
cities and towns (in anticipation: of 3 march on Berlin) and for the provision
of ‘barracks” (‘reading rooms, Party-offices, gardens, etc.”) for the
detachments,

This image is already very far from the original conception of the RMSS as
an organization for the masses in every walk of life, or even as 2 ginger
group for mobilizing the masses to political action or self-defence. Atite best,
the RMSS cowdd have such a local mobilizing effect; the Berlin police
reported that on one Sunday afternoon in July the shouted warnings of local
house-defence detachments that the Nazis were on the way brounght ‘great
masses of people’ into the streets o the north-east of Alexanderplatz: “The
National Socialists having thersupon withdrawn from the area, Commu-
nist discussion-growups stood talking until late in the evening.’# At the same
time, the return to more familiar forms of paramilitary organization can be
seen (as in the case of previous defence organizations) to reflect disappoint-
ment with the implementation of the mass-movement. The Party leadership
itself credited the Antifaschistiscire Akfion and its organs with single-
handedly holding off and beating back the Nazi menace in the summer of
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1932, but it was alse admitted that the movement had concentrated on the
physical fight and neglected its polifical duties. In particular the RMSS failed
in its task of drawing in factory-workers and Social Democrats; ad hoc
cooperation with Reichsbanner formations was the easier and more
common alternative to the absorption of Social Democratic elements into
the RMSS itsell 42

The character of the mass-seif-defence movement was such as to make it
impossible to judge Hs size and composition nationally. In Berlin, the RMSS
probably had mere value as a cover- and repiacement organization in case
of the suppression of the Kampibund than as an instrament for the
gethering-in of the masses. It was estimated in Septernber 1932 that the
orgamization had 300 to 500 detachments in the capital, ranging in size
from five to eighty members -~ many of whom, as in other cifies, were also
mermbers of the Kampfbund and RFB. Given the notorious weakness of the
movement in the factories, the vast majority of these detachrents must
have been street and neighbourhood formations or uwnemployed-
detachments. As between these two types, the former certainly pre-
dominated, as had been the case in Pebruary 1932, There were only about
twerdy functioning unemploved-detachments in Berlin at the end of the
year, with something over 600 members; at least seventy would have been
required if the Party hoped to be represented in each of the city’s labour
exchanges.®

Certain patterns can thus be iraced in the development of the legal self-
defence movement: each new organizational inittative from mid-1930 on
represented a broadening of the concept of self-defence, a means of easing
the participation of more and more varied types of people in the movement
and of extending the movement into all spheres of soctal life. To a certain
extent this meant a progressive broadening of the tasks of the various
organizations, although pelitical and economic struggle against *fascism in
all ies forms” remained intrinsic to the functions of Communist mass-
organizations and the NSDAP was always ideniificd as the immediate
adversary from 1930 on; certainly, the specification of concreie vigilante
functions was & development of the iater stages of the movement. Extension
of the movement’s popuiar base was accompanied by official concessions to
the autonomy of neighbourhood and unremployed organizations, in spite of
continuing exhortations to build the movement in the {actories. This, of
course, reflected the reality of a massively unempioyed membership,
disproportionately neighbourhood-based. At the same time, it is significant
that at some peint in the history of each of the major organizations the
ieadership intervened with structural adjustments to promote the technicsl
efficiency, the ‘Schiagkraft’, of its sections. “Militarization’ of this kind
implied a discounting of the importanece and reliahility of the mass-element
in the job that the defence organizations had to do, and such readjustments
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did coincide with periods when the organizations were threatened from
within by sfagnation and inertia and from outside by extraordinary
pressure from police and Nazs. In shorf, there was a tendency, in
contradiction to their original conception but largely sanctioned by the
leadership, to adapt the forms of internal life in the legal mass-organizations
to those culiivated by the Party’s ilegal and cadre-type formations.

iH

From mid-F930 on, all cadre-type organizations were aiso clandestine
organizations. The last such formation to be openly ansounced and
advertised was the PSS. Although police reports continued {o list the PSS
among the K¥D’s insurrectionary organs through 1932, the organization
does not appear in Communznist documents after the formation of the Factory
Guards. The cadres that remained carried on their activities in the half-light
of illegality. Although if suited the purposes of the Party leadership to vary
the depth of the shadow, so that they were not equaily hidden from the view
of public and authorities, all these organizations shared certain character-
istics determined by the common fact of working underground. Not the
ieast important of the conditions imposed by Hiegality was dependence on
the Party’s ilegal Apparat. The purpose and tradittons of the Apparat
dictated that the character of the formations associated with it would be
strongly mfluenced by considerations of preparedness for future revolution-
ary action and technical efficiency in the carrving out of present tasks, as
well as by the need to develop the forms of conspiratorial activity. These
were the groups in which the military-technical approach to the wehrhafter
Kampf was most consistently cultivated.

By far the most importart of the Hiegal organizations was the RFB with its
yourth section, the Rofe Jungfront. As we have seen, the circumstances
under which the decision to carry on the RFB underground was taken
resulfed in some uncertainty as fo its character and fanctions, and it
remained something of & hybrid. Willi Leow, s nationat |leader before the
ban, set the tone for later appeals when he described the RFB in the most
decided terms as a mass-organization and not a cadre. At about the same
time, another RFB functionary described the organization as a formation
with military-technical functions which could be expected to gain in
refiability and Hexibility what it lost in numbers.#

These statements reflected complementary aspects of the official concep-
tion ofthe Hlegal RFB, On the one hand i was expected to continue the work
of the old legal organization with a new vigour: in politicizing both its own
memmbership and the masses outside the Party, in presenting an alternative
to the non-Communist paramilitary organizations and taking the initiative
in argument and subversion within their ranks and among the police and
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the army, in spearheading the Party’s mass-agitation and especiaily in
propagating the idea of resistance to war against the Soviet Union. In the
process, the RFB was to use all means to increase its own nunbers and to
ensure itself the support of the masses. ** On the other, the decision to carry
on the REB involved a determination at the highest levels that it should be
entrusted {o a greater degree than ever before with the tasks of recruiting
and training the cadres of 2 German Red Army. Itwas the view of the RFB as
a body of military activists that prevailed in the jong run.

The combination of political and military elements in the RFB’s duties
way itsel sufficiently problematic, but the organization’s capacity for
popular agitation was necessarily limited in any case. Insofar as the RFB
had an attraction after 1929, it lay precisely in the romance of conspiracy,
which could be maintained only at the price of mass-appeal. After the initial
fall-off in mernbership, numbers began to rise again, but such figures as
there are suggest that growth was halting and that membership remained
fairly stable from 1930 on. In July of that vear, the REB claimed 30985
members in Berlin, where it had had between eight and nine thousand
before the ban, Predictably, the faithfo] remnant was concentrated in the
north and east of the city ; the breakdown of locals was as follows %%

Zentrum {Mitte, Kreuzberg, Tiergarten|?}: 275

Nord {(Wedding, Reinickendorf}: 790

Nordost (Weissensee, Pankow, Prenzlauer Berg): 450

Nordwest (Charlottenburg, Moabit, Spandau}: 280

Sid {(Neukolkn, Treptow, Tempelhof): 350

Siidwest {{ 7]} Schineberg, Steghitz, Zehlendorf, Wilmersdorf): 200
Ost (Fricdrichshain, Lichtenberg, Képenick): 750

In April 1931 a new, relatively independent leadership was installed
under Brich Wollenberg, and the burst of activity that followed has been
credited with wianing large numbers of new members, By July, however,
the Berlin police estimated that not more than one half of the 1929
membership had been recovered. As early as May 1930 the leadership in
Berlin  had to censure the RFB  locals for  ‘eft-sectarian
tendencies’ - refuctance to recruit new members and fallure o involve the
masses in their ewn actions {especially against the Nazis) - and the
complaint that in spite of all directives the RFB was still mobilizing only s
own members became routine.®

That the RFR’s character as the training-ground for a military élite
should overshadow its residual political functions was also in keeping with
the traditional sel-tmage of #ts members. The cultivation of martial forms,
initially adopted in order to add to the glamour of the organization and,
even more powerfully, the practicel defence functions that it had to lelfi
contributed even before 1929 to the development of a picture of the RFB as a
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militant fighting formation.*® This image was further reinforced and its
elements more clearly articuiated at the end of 1930.

The formation: of the Kampibund gegen den Paschismus put the RFB
under pressure to specify s peculiar functions. It had to respond fo
competition for members from the new organization and to snggestions
that the tasks to which it traditionaliy had aspired could best be earried out
by the legal mass-organization. The police received a report that in
September 1930, pressed by the RFB to clarify its position, the Central
Committee issued an order that the RFB should create an effective
revolutionary army within six months.* This sounds more like the weary
bureaucrat’s challenge to an over-eager colleagme than a considered policy
statement, but it was clearly the sort of thing the RFB leadership wanted to
hear.

In answer to those who saw the maintenance of the illegal RFB as a pure
propaganda gesture, an internal memorandum of Novernber 1930 argued:

The unmistakeable trend towards the most brotal fascist dictatorship demands
offensive counter-measures towards an orgaeniged resistance .. Today we need
militant fwehrhafte] workers, who can take over such special tasks, who can, in case
oof a sharpening of the contlict, form the cadres for the creation of such an army as
the Rubr-proletariat had in 1920 in its resistance to the Kapp Putsch ..

The Kampfbund's tasks were narrower: ‘the concrete fight against
fascism’. %

The most concrete element of that fight, however, namely the physical
fight against the Nazis, was also claimed by the RFB at this time.
Encouraged throughout 1929-30 to take a leading role in the mass-
struggie against fascism and in the formation of antifascist organizations
and Pactory Guards, the RFB shared in the sharpening of focus that affected
all the KPD’s organizational efforts in the wake of the 1930 Reichstag
elections ; the NSDAP was singled ont as frontdine enerny. A post-glection
memorandurn of the R] declared that ‘the sharpest emphasis on oar specific
tasks in the fight against fascism and the threat of war’ was henceforth to be
a precondition of political activity and to provide the basis for overtures to
Reichshanner members. 5 These tasks were elaborated in turn in an article
in the illegal joarnai Oktober:

... the intensified and aggressive fght against state authority and is fascist gangs
becames an unavoidable and necessary daty ... In the foreground of [our] tasks
stands the immediate political and physical fight against the SA, the Stahlhekn, the
gendarmes and the armed cadres of the bourgeoisie, against Reichswehr and police.
As far as that applies to the military struggle, naturally not yet in the fully-developed
form of armed vorising. The most palpable form is subversion through political and
physical activity ...%

The battles of the present were to be the proving-ground for the RFB’s
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~ revolutionary technigees, and the RFB had a well-developed programme of
training in those techniques, although it is unfikely that the ideal was ever
practised with any consistency in the focals,

In keeping with its new rdle, the Hlegal RFB was structured on
conspiratorial principles. Initially, the basic unit was the group of eight,
three of which formed & Zug, or section. In the autumn of 1931 a
reorganization was undertaken. The group was reduced to five men, each of
whom was a functionary : the group-leader, the fechnician, the organizer,
the inteiligence expert (Nachrichiennann), the treasurer. Four groups, plus
an executive of four in which all the functions of the individual group
members were duplicated, made up the Zug. The next unit was the
Kameradschaft, comprising four Zige and an executive, The Kameradschaften
were grouped together in Unfergauen, roughly corresponding to the Party
locals, the Gau itself being equivalent to the Party district.™ This basic
structire persisted into 1933,

The very proliferation of organizational directives in the RFB was in part
a reflection of the impossibility of putting them into practice. Since the
opportunities available to the leadership for carrying out the kind of regular
general review that would have guaranteed consistency were severely
limited, the structure itself varied according fo local conditions. In Berlin
there wag only one level between the group and the Uniergas. It was known
most commoeniy as ‘Rinheit’ (Unif), although occasionally Kameradschaft
was also used, and varied in size from one section to another.**

The reorganizations were justified {o the membership on the basis of the
greater tactical afficiency of smali groups, both in combat conditions and in
the more likely case of fascist attack. Abeve all, however, the five-man
group wag adapted to conspiratorisi activity; it was cohesive, mobile,
inconspicaous, and difficult o infiltrate. Its security was further guarded by
a set of injunctions not {o discuss organizational affairs, even with other
members or higher Party functionaries, and by encouraging anonymity
and the use of cover names as far as possibie.*®

The maintenance of strict conspiratorial methods was combined with the
fight against the Nazig and other enemies in the person of the intelligence
expert. It wag hig job to endorce discipline and take all necessary measures
against police spies and provocateurs. The Nachrichtenmann at each level
was aliso an enemies-expert responsible for the gathering of information
about oppositional groups, for the planting of spies and for ‘subversion’ in
their ranks. The body of intelligence experts at all levels formed a discrete
section: within the RFB; the importance it had by virtue of s concrete and
immmediate tasks is suggested by the attempt of the RFB teadership at the end
of 1932 to create a special Organization-, Pefence- and Intelligence
Bepartment {Organisations-, Schutz- und Nachrichtenabtetlung : OSNA} which
would comprise 10 per cent of the membership. ¥
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The relationship between RFB and illegal Apparat was essentially
circumstantial. The RFE provided an opporfunity to test the technigques of
illegality on a grand scale, and it depended on Moscow-trained military
experts - of whom Erich Wollenberg himsell was one of the best - for
guidance in technical and tactical questions. But the RFB also had a
relatively autonomous political tradition and self-consciousness. For
specific tasks the illegal Apparat had its own active groups in Berlin. These
represent the simplest type of cadre formation.

The historical mode] for a Communist military unit in fimes of civii war
was the O or Ordnerdienst {marshal-corps), whose formations had been
projecied as forming the hard-core of the revolutionary army in the
struggles of 1923.%8 1t dissolved into the RFB after 1925, but the
suppression of the RFS in turn gave rise to thoughts of a revival. In 1935
Michael Klause, a long-time member of the Party’s military arm, recalled
under guestioning by the Gestapo that an OD had been formed in Berlin in
early 1930 by the man who had been military adviser for Berlin in 1923,
Joseph Gutsche.®® Georg Pischer, for five years a KfVD activist in Kreuzberg,
refers in hig memoirs to an 0D, made up of about 1 200 picked members of
the Communist Youth, operating in Berlin in 1929-30; and this is
presumably the O referred to in the June 1930 statement of the ‘Fighting
Committee of Red Berlin® as an organ of neighbourhood-defence.* It may
have been this resurrected OD too, or some section of it, that wasreflected in
an observation of the Berlin police at the end of 1929, The Chief of Police
reported that the Communists had created a ‘central raiding-party’,
consisting of five men from each of the Berlin districts; they wore neither
uniforms nor badges and carried no identification, and they were armed.
Klause stated that this 0D was dissolved by Hans Kippenberger in March
19313, with the explanation that it was competing with the R¥FB.

At about this time, the Parteiselbstschuiz (Party Sell Defence) was
formed, prebably on the suggestion of Thilmann himself. This formation,
known variously as P8 or Kader (Cadre), was a clandestine organization,
whose tasks imcluded the armed profection of leading Party Junctionaries
and Party buildings, According to Klause, who claimed to have been
entrusted with its formation, it inittally consisted of a group of about twenty
former members of the OD. After the murder of Anlauf and Lenk - carried
ot by members of this group under orders from Kippenberger - the PS was
expanded. 1t now had a section in each of the seven Berlin Party lecals,
made up of four or five groups of five men each, all especialiy reliable
rmembers, These groups teook turns providing a guard for the KPD
headquarters, Karl-Liebknecht-Haus, and for kmportant Party cen-
ferences, and in their spare time they had courses of training i the use of
gins, By addition, they were available to both the Central Committee and
the localy for special tasky, some which, like the Bitlow-Platz murders, hada
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political fanction, and others, including minor acts of sabotage, which were
intended to test the reliability of the respective groups. %

A great deal was said and written during the crisis years about
Communist “Terror-Groups’. The Berlin police announced publicly that
they held such groups responsibie for all the deadly assaults on policemen in
mid-1931, and the most bratal attacks on Nationat Socialists were blamed
on small groups of Communists operating outside their own neighbour-
hoods. The Communists themselves vigorously denied ali such reports, and
in fact the police were never able to find any of these groups. It seems
probabie that some of the actions attributed to “Terror-Groups’, especially
isolated cases of fire-bombing and the shootfing of police during de-
mmonstrations, were the work of the PS, and it is not unlikely that similar
formations existed in other cities.® Ag far as can be discovered, this was the
ondy context in which the active practice of ‘partisan’ tactics was officially
condoned, and then only when specific orders had been given, Most of the
reports of terrorist activity can be accounted for by excessive zeal on the part
of local groups or by confusion or mendacity on the part of individuals who
claimed to have been attacked by ‘enknown Communists’.

Making certain that only ‘authorized’ groups induiged in certain kinds of
activities required the establishment of systems of control which were not
always easy to enforce. The illegal RFB and the PS were the only
organizations, for example, whose arming was officially sanctioned by the
Communist leadership. In the case of the RFB, the licence to collect guns for
use in training and in preparation for future revolutionary actions did not
signify an acceptance of their routine use. In the illegal Apparat arrange-
ments were made to keep the ongoing collection of weapons and explosives
administratively separate from the training activities in which they were
used, so that in each district one specialist always had conirel over the
supply. ™ This procedure was followed in: the RFB locals as well; weapons
were kept by one relinble member, distributed for use in training, and
returned to storage after each session, This did not prevent RFB groups from
using guns on police or political opponents at the discretion of individual
‘armounrers’ {Waffenwarie) or on higher autherity, but it did promise a
certatn measure of control. In Berlin at the end of 1931 even this system
hed begun to break down ; embarrassing incidents of ‘individual terror’
were blamed on the fact that RFB members were allowed to keep their guns:
“T'he result of this measure was that they plaved wild-west with them and
blasted around quife senselessly in world history,”®

Asfar as it can be reconstructed from the fragmentary evidence available
the command structure of the illegal organizations appears {o have been
designed to provide a further check to the development of a “military
interest’ and to adventurism at the local level. In principle, the illegal
Apparat was an instrament of pelicy, and the deplovment of the PS groups
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was subject to the determination of the Central Committee or the political
secretary of the local. They were immediately responsible for their actions to
the local pelitical secretary ; but they also received technical instruction
from Klause. Klause in turn had 1o answer to the Berlin District Leadership
and also, to Kippenberger himself. Similarly, the intelligence expert in the
RFB local, whose job H was to organize and observe all major actions
undertaker by his proup, worked under the guidance of the local instructor
of the lllegal Apparat. At the same titne the Nachrichtenmdnner routinely
took orders from their own political leaders within the RFB, and these were
expected to work closely with the Party local %

By its very complexity this network of duplicated and competing
authorities was difficult to operate. The effectiveness of the controls it could
provide depended not only on the political reliability of each individual offi-
cial whether of the Party or of the military organization, but also on
cooperation and sympathy of outlock between Party and Apparat, The
degree to which political and military leadership cooperated at the highest
levels remains a moot point. Herbert Wehner, for example, ernphasizes the
close personal contacts between Thitlmann and Kippeaberger, but admits
that the Anlaef and Lenk mueder appears to contradict the suggestion of a
common pursuit of common interests, while Rudolf Schlesinger writes of
his efforts as instructor to counteract the effects of the illegal merabers’
“solation from general political problems” and from the Bife of the Party. 9 It
is easier to be certain about the attitudes of the members of the Apparat. By
vietue of the present and fature tasks ailotted to them, they developed a
characteristic view of the political perspective and of the réle of violence in
it. lmportant elements of this view were shared by members of the legal
defence organizations, and they had a direct bearing on the style of the
wehrhafter Kampf.

v

While the political leadership of the Party treated Nazi terror as a problem of
merale and propaganda, it was the business of the military techmicians to
consider it from the standpoint of revolutionary practice and military effi-
ciency. In the November 1929 number of Oktsber Hrnst Schneller, the
leading technician in the Apparag, published an article entitled “New
passibilities and methods of struggle’. He noted that the apparent shift in
Nazi tactics from isolated excesses to a systematic campaign of gang warfare
{ Bandenkrieg} against the working class represented a “civil-war-like
phenomenon’: “The #usion ... that civil-war-like fights appear only after
the struggle for power or its immediate prelude must be done away with.”
Leaving the questions of mass-organization and united fronts fo the
politicians, Schneller suggested some of the prereguisites and implications
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of combat itself: the answer to individual terrer was “mass terror’; the
strategic advantage of the working class lay in numbers. The workers’ will
and preparedness to fight must be broadened and intepsified. For the
present, however, hoth the functions of seif.defence and the task of arousing
the masses were assigned fo the cadres of the Proletarischer Selbstschutz.

Ultimately, Schneller saw mass self.defence as serving a much broader
long-range goal: ‘intensification of day-to-day actions, over the polifical
mass-strike, in the direction of general strike and armed uprising’. This
formula summed up the direction of all KPD agitation, but the ruminations
of the military strategist bear a characteristic ermphasis, Schneiller managed
to impart more meaning and - paradoxically - more immediacy both to the
final revolutionary uprising and to the initial provocative actions of the
vanguard than to that intermediate phase of mags participation in limited
strugeles which was the precceupation of the Party politicians. Another
article in the same issue of Oktober went further: it posed the guestion of
‘whether in the carrent period of class-struggle individual actions with no
guaranfee of the participation of broad masses may be approved’, and
answered in the affirmative ~ provided the political conditions were such as
to guarantee a mass propaganda effect.%

For the members of the Apparat, then, the Insurrectionary future was
very much present. This was equally true of the organization whose
conception of the revolution was formed on the teachings of the military
technicians. It is not surprising that the military and defence organizations
were identified as a focus of ‘deviationist’ revolutionary expectations in
1931 and 1932. Under the circumstances of spirailing political and
physical conflict it was too much to expect that the techniques of partisan
warfare, street-fighting and ferrorist action that were regularly re-
commended to RFB members for use In time of civil war would be held in
reserve until such time as the Central Commitiee made up ifts mind to
declare an ‘acately revolutionary situation’. In the Rostocker Strasse in
Muoabit, the repeal of the ban on the SA, in July 1932, was answered with
the smashing of street-lamps and the construction of barricades.®

Nor were the military texts as consistent as the political ones in their
condernnation of pre-revolutionary terrer, The authors of Der Weg zim Sieg
were loath to condemn ‘partisan-actions, hombings, sabotage, expropri-
ations, attacks on individuals, ete,” out of hand:

There can be acts of violence whick sre understood by the broad masses and which
are directliy helpful to the mass-straggie, are subordinate to it and contribute to fits}
success. Such acts of violence are by ne means o be condemned, but must be

approved and in certain cases divectly organized ... even in moments when the
armed uprising is not immediately on the agenda ...

In any case, the RFB, whose leaders liked fo refer to themselves as the
General Staff of the Socialist Liberation Army of Germany, was not
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particularly receptive to the language of caution and sustained organiz-
ational work. The official fine on terror within the REB followed that of the
Party, but it always carried a characteristic gless, In mid-1930 it was duly
recommended that “Schiagi die Faschisten ...' be disavowed, but the
following April brought the admonition: “The more sirongly the terror of
the SA-bandiis rages against the workers, the more offensively must the
RFR organize is resistance, answering like with like.?"?

The difficulty of reconciling the demands of the ideclogical fight with the
organization’s habiis and traditions was stil more clearly reflected in the
REB iiteratare of 1932, The officiai rejection of individual terror and the
case for mass terror were repeated over and over agatn, in forms ranging
from the direct order to reasoned political argumeni. And at the same time
there was no lef-up in the exhortations to decisive action: ‘Let us break the
edge of the coming sharpened SA-terror by immediately going over to the
attack ourselves’, urged a ‘call to battle’ of September, while an article with
the orthodox title ‘Mass-Organization, Mass-Defence, Mass-Work® re-
commended: *We must constantly attack. Just as a {-boat glides up to the
enemy, forpedoes him and then makes itself scarce, so must we constantly
torpedo the enemy and then ““dive.” Dive into the masses of enthustastic
workers.’ ™ -

A similar pattern prevailed in the rhetoric of the legal defence organiz-
attons. For the Kampibund and its affifiates the possibility and expectation of
a practical alternative to individual terror were greater than in the case of
the RFB, and the emphasis on mass-agitation. and politicization of the
wehrhafter Kampfwas accordingly sharper. Detailed instructions were given
{or approaches to Reichsbanner members and for the organization of
actions that were calcuiated to have the widest possible agitational effect:

The establishiment of common sentries ..., driving the fascists from the faciories,
downing toels, strikes, sabotage ... Scouring Naz! terror from the sireets of the
neighbourhood by means extending from rent-strikes to forcing the clearing of Nazi-
dens, riots, gathering in the streets, chaniing, mass marches, in short, afi means
available must be used to bring Reichs- and Junghanner, SPD and Cheistian workors
into the 8ght, to strengthen the mass-resistance of the working class and to carry on
the fight against fascism ever more broadly and offensively.”

Members were repeatedly warned that the success of activities of this kind
was prejudiced by individual terror and the organization of spectal “defence-
squads’. But the complaint that ‘all too often ... because of a Nazi attack, for
days, even i some cases for weeks, no revolutionary work was done except
praciising ‘‘civil war” in “miniature” °,™ underlines the fact that the
Kampfisund, like the R¥B, had developed a militant self-image. This grew
naturally enough from the tasks it took upon itself; it was also deliberately
encouraged in the interests of the organization’s popularity.

Whatever the functions intended for # by the Party leadership, the
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Kampfbund was advertised from the beginning as an organ of militant
physical defence, a Wehrverband. Those who attended the founding rally in
Berlin recetved a leaflet that urged : “Fight against fascist terror and mass-
deception! Protect your lives and the property of your organizations! in
every city, in every village, join together in antifascist fighting.
organizations! Gird vourselves fmaecht such werraArY] in the fight against
the brown murder-plague " The Kamphund'simage was further fixedina
leading article Die Rote Fahne devoted to it amonth later ; at the head of a list
of recent victims of the Nazis the collective enemy was characterized:

The ‘arguments’ ... of Hitler and Goebbels have a special tone, It is the crack of the
Parabellum fred from ambush, It is the dull thud of ciubs, steel rods, lead-pipes,
whick crash down upon the heads of lone workers in treacherous blood-lust. It isthe
clatter of smashing beer-mugs, hurled ... by misled SA-men on the orders of Feme
officers.™

The motif of ‘ideclogical struggle’, though present, is severely muted in this
pathetic symphony. The Internai liternture of the Kampibond sustained this
tone, as for exampie in the stogan {echoing the SA’s Horst-Wessel-song} “Die
Strasse frei dem Arbeiterbatailionen’ (*Clear the streets for the workers’
batalionst’}, or in the exhortation of late 1932: ‘Pursue the retreating
enemy ! Keep on his heelst Don’t let himn rest | Force him further back | Drive
him from every hiding-place "7

The official attempts to establish a division of labour between RFB and
Kampéfhund, ad hoc as they were and contradictory as were their resulfs, did
fittle to dampen the ambitions of Kampfund activists, In one local, officials
of the movement attempting to rationalize the situation produced the
formula that in a revolutionary situation, the Kampfhund would form a Red
Army, while the RFB would play the role of the GPU."® More commoniy,
rivairies developed between the RFB and the Kampfbund, and even between
the Kampfbund and the leaders of mass-seli-defence formations. In Berlin,
R¥B leaders could be heard joking sbout the ‘Krampfbund’, while the
Kampibund regularly complained that the senior organization was draw-
ing off its best members. ™ Competition required that each group prove itself
ogual to the most immediate and glamorous tasks of a Wehrverband, ifit was
o justify Hs own existence and keep a hold on s membership.

Considered as an nstrument of policy, then, the complex of Communist
military and defence organizations presents an ambiguous picture. itis not
difficult to locate even at the level of mass-organization sources of the
differences in atfitude that became apparent in the debate over the anti-
terror resolution of 1931, The idea that the legal organizations, and even
the RFB, must be sienuitancously vehicles of discussion with the opposition
and orpans of apgressive resistance involved the whole Party i a
confradicon. So, in a way, did the demand that the defence organizations
be both nmediately effective in beating back the Nazs and politically
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correct in the methods they used. The success of the policies of mass-terror
and the united front {in Hs widest sense) depended on reconciling that
contradiction, and this was hardly possible as long as the ‘paramilitary’
mode was tolerated and even encouraged at the highest levels. At the
notional head of the defence movement stood a subterranean élite, in whose
organizational structure terror, conspiracy and the fight against faseism
were closely linked, for whom the revolution of the future was not easily
distinguished from the violent adventures of the present, and which
operated under conditions of repression that weakened the Party’s power to
control at the same tirme as they {ostered the most intense forms of political
opposition. The pattern of legal organizations followed thig lead. In the
interests of popularity and dan, and to some extent in deliberate emulation
of the 8A, a martial language and bearing were encouraged. For the sake of
technical efficiency, compromises were made in the structures of the mass-
organizations that carried them ever further from their respective political
ideals.

In short, the prescribed structure and official langaage of the defence
organizations themselves provide a plausible framework for the develop-
ment of an ideology and practice of individual terror. But this is still only
haif the story. Por the individual members of the Communist movement, the
interpretation and implementation of those prescriptions meant involve-
ment in a war in the streets which it was not substantially within the power
of the Party to control and which it was politically distnclined fo avoid. At
this point we mmay begin to look more closely at the character of that war in
the neighbourhoods and the rdle of the Communists in i,
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Between ‘individual terror’ and
‘mass terror’: The campaign against
the SA-taverns, 1931

In the autumn of 1931 the Berlin poiitical scene was marked by a series of
attacks on taverns which were known to be frequented by members of the
SA. On the ninth of September an SA-man standing guard in front of the
tavern Zar Hochburg’ in the Gnelsenaustrasse, Kreuzberg, was shot to
death in the course of such a raid. On the twelfh, shots were fired at an SA-
tavern in Schéneberg. The fifieenth of October brought the culmination of
weeks of tension between SA and Communists in Neukdlln, with a
demonstration and shooting-attack against a tavern o the Richardstrasse,
in the course of which the proprietor was killed. Four days later, yet another
incident resulted in the crippling of a National Socialist in the Schilling-
strasse, not far from the Alexanderplatz. These attacks were remarkable, in
the eyes of the authorities, for the systematic use of firearms and for the fact
that, uniike the majority of pelitical brawls and even shoot-outs, they did
not appear to have arisen spontaneously out of ad hoc confrontations. Their
suddenness gave every appearance of careful planning?

This series of raids arcse out of efforts by the Berlin Party to put the
formula of mass terror into action, and it is with an analysis of that crucial
phase of the wehrhafter Kampf in the capital, the campaign against the SA-
taverns which immediately preceded the promulgation of the Nevember
resolution, that our examination of the world of the Comrmunist rank and
file begins, This stndy will concentrate on the Communist organizations at
the level of the local and district leadership, with the aim of reconstructing
something of the political atmosphere in which individual terror developed
and illustrating some of the arguments advanced in preceding chapters. At
its centre will lie a description of the attack in the Richardstrasse.

Viewed on the national scale, the trend towards individual terror appears
as a refiex response to accumulating evidence of the futility of mass-action.
In spite of the hopes aroused in the Party leadership during 1931 by the
resuits of collective action and protest strikes in Braunschweig on 18
October and in the Berlin working-class suburb of Nowawes a month later,
it was clear by the end of 1932 that the policy of mass self-defence was not

il
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being carried out as intended. At the Twelfth ECCI Plenum Knorin
atdmonished: °.. The political strike in protest against fascist terror was
accompanied by suecess in 2 number of workers” centres in the Ruhr.
Serious resistance was made to the fascists in a number of other places, too.
But this was not everywhere the case.’* Political strikes were no easier to
arganize than economie ones, Even in May 1929, there had been resistance
to the strike-call among some funciionaries, and the 25,000 Berlin strikers
had been scatiered over some thirty-two shops.* In the second halfof 1931,
the RGO claimed twenty-five political strikes invelving some 30,000
participants. What Die Rote Fahne headlined as a “strike movement’ in
Berlin after the Felseneck shootings in January 1932 amounted to ne more
than a half-hour protest strike on the part of 180 workers, the entire
workforce of a metalworking plam, and a sertes of protest meefings and
resolutions in other factories. Referring specifically to the antifaseist protest
strikes of 1932, Ulbricht admitted that these had affected only medium-
sized firms, while an Inprekorr correspondent reported: ‘Although there
were nearly 100 political strikes in July, this fight [against the Nazis] took
place largely in the streets. The factories and mines were only slightly
involved.”* In December the Political Secretary for Berlin, a specialist in
strike tactics, wag heard to admif that the KPD was in nio position to carry
out a generzl strike on s own.®

In the view of the leadership, individaal terror was the eagy way out: it
arose not from disappeintment with methods tried and found wanting, but
from despair of the possibility of suceess. It was thus distinet from the ideat
in character and origins asin form. The absolute incompatibility of the two,
80 often asserted in principle, was very neatly exemplified by cases where a
planned masg.action was wilfully disrupted by individual terrorisis. Herbert
Wehrner reports an incident of 1932 ‘in the neighbourhood of the Stettin
Station’: a carefully organized protest movement involving both Commu-
nists and Social Democrats broke up after a group of RFB men took it upon
themselves {0 carry out a raid on the SA-tavern in guestion.®

In many cases, however, the decision, conscious or unconscicus, for
individual ferror must have been formed under specific circamstances, out
of situations and attitudes which did not preciude the possibility of either
type of action. Such a sitnation existed in Berlin in iate 193}, and it speaks
for the force of circumstances that the Party was nevertheless unable to
organize a frue mass-action. The nearest thing fo a success, in ifs own
terms, that the KPD achieved in the campaign against the SA-taverns, was
the demonstration-and-attack in the Richardsirasse. The events of Septem-
ber and October in Neukdlin were adopted by the Party as an exampie faute
de mieux, and the very fact that there some effort was made to mobilize the
community makes the case of Richardsirasse 35 an excellent illustration of
the ways in which the economic vulnerability of the KPI’s constituency,
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the conditions of political activity in Berlin In a period of increasing
repression, the character of the local Party leadership, and the existence of
overlapping and competing ‘political’ and ‘military’ spheres of authority
combined to frustrate broad-based political action and push the Party
towards reliance on the viclent actions of small groups.

H

The campaign against the SA-taverns, or barracks (Kasernen), as they were
comronly known, began in principle in April of 1931, Die Rote Fahne 0123
April published a Hst of known SA quarters, giving addresses and telephone
nurnbers, and ending: ‘Self-defence is the right of all who are attacked.” The
landiord of 2 tavern in the Petersburger Strasse, Friedrichshain, brought
suit against the paper, claiming his premises had been attacked as a result of
the article, and the trial of the editor was set to begin early in September.” It
was not until the end of August, however, that the Party began to call
directly for action against the taverns.

The new campaign arose out of and addressed anxieties at all leveis of the
Party, For the leadership and the XPD as a whole, the polltical sitaation in
late 1931 conid be defined in terms of the piebiscite of 9 Augnust and its
aftermath. The plebiscite, which, if successful, wonld have reguired the
dissolution of Prussia’s state legistature and SPD-dominated caretaker
governiment, had been proposed by the Stablhelm in concert with other
parties of the right, including the NSPAP, and had been condemned by the
Communists as a demagogical manceuvre. As late as mid-july, the majority
of the Central Commiitee rejected suggestions that the Party should take
partin the campaign, In spite of the generally cantious line of the Comintern
Executive, however, powerful figures in Moscow were disposed to accept
the argument of the minority, represenied by Heinz Newmann, that the
toppling of the Prussian government was feasible and would help radically
to weaken the Briining régime. On 22 July, the KPD, under pressure from
members of the BCCE and Stalin hirmsel, joined the anti-Social Democratic
front with the exhortation to fransform the campaign intc a ‘Red
Plebiscite’,

The plebiscite was not the agitational success that the Party publicists
projected and claimed. Rank.and-file Communists, confused at the Party’s
last-minute decision to support it, had failed to campaign actively. In Berlin,
the party proved unable to bring as many of s own voters to the pollsagit
had in the previcus Reichstag election, and the proposal itself did not win
enough votes to take effect.®

On the 9 August, polling-day, Police Captains Anlaul and Lenk were shot
to death on the Bitlow-Platz. Both of the officers were noteriousty unpopular
in the area, and had, most recently, been implicated in the shooting of a
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demonstrator the day before, at 3 spot not far from where they were cut
down. The motives of certain Party and Apparat leaders in ordering the
action have been variously described as a desire to demonstrate the Party’s
effectiveness inn avenging its foowers, a wish to reinforce the disruptive
effects of the plebiscite, and a need to distract attention from the plebiscite’s
failure. This murder was the most notable of a whote series of attacks on
policernen and clashes between demonstrators and police that accom-
panied the rise of political fension during 1931. Inciuding Anlauf and
Eenk, four officers were shot to death and two severely wounded be-
tween May and Auggust. In mid-September the leader of the Berlin
politteal police complained that his officers “had reached the limits of
their capacity’.®

Reaction to the murder of Anlauf and Lenk within the Party was mixed.
Many functionaries condemned it, and there was talk of opposttion to the
whole ‘current course’ within the Party. At a meeting in Prenzlaver Berg,
the Political Secretary of the local (UB Nordost}, 4 member of the District
Leadership, declared that the Party leadership thoroughly approved the act,
although he wernt on to point out that individual terror “in general’ was fo
be condemned: ‘“We shall discuss these problems seriously in the near
future.” At the next meeting of the local, an instructor raised the more
general issue: ‘Peopie talk about a Thilmann- and a Neumann-tendency. It
must be made clear that the activist tendency, which is sapposed io be
represented by Heinz Neumann, is approved.” Another member of the local
leadership expressed his approval of the Bilow-Platz murder. Until the
beginning of December there could be heard self-congratulation through-
out the Communist movement about the demoralizing and intimidating
effect the murder had had on the police.

But the immediate result of the killings was a series of unprecedented
police measures. Police officers occupied and searched Karl-Liebkneché.
Hausg for ten days, and combed whole streets of apartrment-blocks in
Communist-dominated areas for weapons. Linienstrasse and Markusstrasse
near the scene of the crime, Rostocker Strasse in Moabit, Kiskiner Strasse
and adicining streets, and suspicious alictment gardens were effectively
under martial law for several hours, and Die Rote Fahne was banned for two
weeks from 11 August. 1L Of the atmosphere in Berlin during these weeks,
Carl von Ossietzky wrote in Die Welthiihne: “The picture of these sad events
has been distorted and {alsified by a wave of red-baiting such as we have not
seent in & long time. {ndeed, at the moment all domestic politics seems fo be
red-baiting and nothing more.’ 2 In gpite of widespread expectations, the
KPD was not banned, but the organization had had a taste of tilegality, and
it was revealed how ill-prepared its sections were to carry on their activities
under illegai conditions, in spite of months of preparation.** At the end of
August the KPIY, having gambled with its politicai identity, was left
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isolated, vulnerable {0 aceuzsations of ‘terrorism’, and conscious of its own
weaknesses.,

During the same period, the NSDAP in Berlin was preparing a new
political offensive, one to which the Communists were particularly
sensitive, On the first of September, the National Secialists publicly
launched their “HIB campaign’, {Inder the slogan ‘Hinein in die Betriehe [’
-‘Into the factories!” ~the party pressed forward its efforts to build up
factory cells of its own.

The ratural response of the KPD to this sort of combination of threats was
1o reactivate its united-front campaign. In September Heinz Neumann and
the Berlin SPD leader Frany Kiinstler debated in Neukélin, and the Political
Bureau reportediy instructed members of all KPD orgaenizations to refrain
from “insults and fist-fights’ with Social Dernocratic workers.?® The cam-
paign against the SA-taverns was an integral part of this new initiative,
but even assuch it can be seen to reflect a wider set of concerns. It provided a
means for simultaneously reactivating the Party membership and, through
action, re-establishing the Party’s links with the community and reassert-
ing its distinet position vis-g-vis both NSDAP and SPD.

This combination of functions is apparent in the measures which were
called for in the Party and its auxibiary organizations. A lesflet for general
distribution listed a series of steps under the heading ‘Red Offensive against
the Nazi-Barracks’: systernatic propaganda {especially in the houses
‘infested’ by Nazis), tenants’ meetings, rent strikes, the founding of a house-
defence squad, formation of an action committee with representatives of alf
sectors of the population - all leading up to an antifascist conference for
Greater Berlin.'® Within the Kampfbund, whese activity in the past year
had been very disappointing and which was particularly in need of a
revival, the campaign was made a central point of agitation. As was
appropriate to the functions of the Kampfund, instructions to and
discussions within the organization carvied the dual message that the
wehrhafter Kampf must be continued and intensified and that this should be
done in coeperation with members of the Reichshanner and SPD. U In the
illegal R¥B, too, the siogan ‘Close the SA-Barracks’ was recommended as an
instruent of the united-front effort. Af this level, the language of action is
at its most extreme; ‘We must intensify this action apgzinst the Nag
barracks so far that it is possible for us, through our struggle and through
the organizing of 2 mass-assault [Massensturm]}, which rnust develop into a
mass-terror-acion, to drive the SA-troops out of thelr murder-dens.”®

HI

H the leadership’s decision to undertake & new campaipn was a response to
the change in the general political atmosphere, the choice of the SA-taverns
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as its focus reflected shifts in the balance of power in the neighbourhoods
which were experienced by the rank and file of the labour movement as a
new wave of Nazi incursions info its terrdory. In the late summer and
asatumn of 1931 the Berlin SA was especially active and successful in
setiing up new quartiers. The taverns attacked in the Gnelzenaustrasse and
Richardstrasse incidents had both been taken over by the SA since August,
and the Kreuzberg attack was reportedly precipitated by the opening of a
second SA base two streets away.'® The restaurant in the Petersburger
Strasse, Friedrichshain, whose landlord had sued Die Bote Fahne in April
under a claim of political neutrality, was a thriving SA-tavern by
October - so much so that a new Sturm was formed from its overilow. This
Sturm moved into a tavern in the nearby Posener Strasse, to become in its
turn the object of a Communist attack in mid-December, 20

Social Democrats were as alarmed at the new initiatives of the 8A as were
Communists, Vorwdrts vied with Die Rote Fahne in publishing lists of SA-
taverns and in its exhortations to “Close the Nazi-barracks!® Soctal
Demacratic commentators hardly bothered to disguise their satisfaction at
the Commurists’ discomiituire when the SA took over a tavern at the end of
the Kosliner Strasse, but they knew, too, that their own readers were not to
be spared in the triumphal progress of the common enemy : ‘There are pubs
around the Gesundbrunnen [Wedding!’, Vorwdrts reported in November,
‘where a Reichshanner comrade can’t get a beer any more.”?!

For Communists, there was a special provocation in the fact that many of
the new SA-faverns, threateningly close to the heart of KPD territory, had
until recently been KPE bases. In the “Toter Heinrich’ in Tegel, Communists
emerged frem their meeting in the back-reom one Sepiember evening fo
find the bar packed with SA-men. The Friedrichshain SA’s new home in the
Pasener Steasse had been the venue for sessions of the Communist street celt
until the morning when, in agreement with the landlord, a group of
National Secialists took over the meeting room for a card game.®?

it would be very surprising if Goebbels’ SA had not chosen Communist
taverns as its first targeis for takeover as for attack, But the fact that the XPD
represented the most economically vilperable sections of the werking class
coniribited to the valnerability of its local bases, It was common knowledge
within the labour movement that the SA’s ‘conquests’ during these months
depended on direct approaches to individual jandlords backed up with the
promise of financial advantage - in Friedrichshain and Neukslin people
takked about gunaranteed sales of thirty barrels of beer a month - and as
such the Nagi campaign underiined the desperate situation of the Comma-
nist rank and file. Not only were the Nagis fed and clothed by their leaders;
they were able to buy the workers’ institutions cut from under them.

The deepening crisis of small business in the second half of 1931 created
new opportunities for the National Socialists. Restaurateurs and publicans,
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like small shopkeepers, suffered from the general conditions of nancial
stringency and the deflationary policies of the government, but the most
direct and visible motor oftheir distress was the fail-ofl in trade that resulted
from the decline in the purchasing power of working people. Poverty, notso
much shared as mutually reinforcing, was a strong solvent of personai and
political ties between tradesmen and residents in working-class neighbour.
hoods. In February 1932 Vorwdrts published a letter from a publican, who
estimated that three-quarters of his colleagues were ‘ruined or on the verge
of ruin’, thanks to the fall in sales and rige in taves gsince 1929

For me personally the situation was so bad thatin the middle of last year  had to give
up my mernbership in the health insurance fund and the apion - after belonging for
twenty-nine years - because I couldn’t raise the .., 8ftcen Marks a month ... 1
hadn’ been subscribing to Vorwdrts since 1900 -and my lather since 188% .. 1
think I would even have cancelled my favourite paper at that point.®

Commusnist taverns, having the poorest clientele, were most at risk. In
somne cases, a publican who was familar in the area and relatively
sympathetic to the left had sold up and moved away, to be replaced by a new
man more susceptible to the blandishments of the SA. This was what
happened in the Posener Strasse, where the new landlord, formerly
proprictor of a delicatessen in a middle-class suburb, pointed out to
protesting Cornmunists ‘that they had completely abandoned me lately and
anyway it was all the same to me who drank his beer in my place’. #* In other
cases, political sympathies were not at ssue; the National Socialist offer
presented itselfl as the only way to stave off bankruptcy, and i is clear that
the SA watched for taverns in particularly parlous circumstances and
couched their approach in just such terms. The SA leader who called on the
publican in the Posener Strasse inquired frst ‘whether I was going to be
able to survive with my place so empty’ and only later whether he had any
political views. Many publicans, of course, refused to treat withthe SAasa
matter of principle, just as many continued to welcome them on political
grounds, withou! regard to the economic advantages, Buf the susceptibility
of so many of the uncommitied under the extraordinary pressures of mid-
Depression Berlin must have provoked censiderable anxiety among the
Communist rank and fle. It involved a disruption and a direct challenge to
whatever sense they had of their power to control important aspects of
everyday life in the neighbourhood. And at the same time it implied a
challenge 0 the premises of Communist policy and agitation. It was an
unpleasant reminder that the solidarity of the working-class commaunity to
which the Party so confidently appealed was internaily flawed, the
hegermony of the proletariat over the ‘labouring masses’ stitl a chimera.

in initiadng the campaign against the SA-taverns, the Berlin Party
leadership was as aware of sizch weaknesses as it was of the membership’s
anxieties. The ambivalence in the expectations of the politicians is reflected
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in the use of the expression ‘mass-error-action’: ideally it should be
possible to organize mass economic and political pressure against the Nagzis,
and this in turn would guaraniee a broadening of the Party’s base. At the
same tirne, the Party must be seen by its own members {o be active, and its
actions must be shown to have an effect on the immediate enemy and on the
wider public: this had been the principal recommendation of the Biilow-
Platz shootings. Where it was not possible to_do both, the Party leadership
was prepared to compromise, to tolerate violent attacks as long as they
appeared to come spontaneously from the masses.

In 1935, Michael Klause atirthuted to Waiter Ulbricht an expiicit
statement to this effect, made fo a meeting of leaders of the locals and higher
functionaries at the beginning of September: The first measuze fo be taken
against the SA was a rent strike,

If, in addition, demonstrations were to be organized in front of the tavern and
workers, on the basis of the demonstration, were fo ... demolish the tavern or
otherwise fire into the tavern, then that was not an individua! attack on the tavern,

but an attack arising spontancously from the masses. For such an act, mass-tervor of
this kind, the Party could not be made responsible.?®

This ambivalence, itself an admission of the difficulties involved in the basic
plan of the campaign, provided the policy context for a shif from the ideal,
as set forth in the plan, of mobilizing people outside the immediate Party
organization for effective political action, to its replacement by more simple
and dramatic gestures of ‘individual terror’. In the case of the raids in the
Gneisenaustrasse and the Schillingstrasse, and in the final stage of the
Posener Strasse incident, that shift had occurred before the action was
undertaken ; the men involved acted as though the raid itself was sufficient
fulfilment of the Party line. The events in the Richardstrasse, Neukéiln,
represent a mid-point between mass and individual action ; they show the
shift developing in practice.

HI

In Neukdlin, the campaign against the SA-taverns began with a sharp note
from the Berlin central office. The local was censured for ifs inactivity in the
previous months, and the District Leadership demanded specifically that
more energy be shown in action against the Nazis. On 31 August, the Party
Secretary and Political Leader for Neukdlln, Paul Jahnke, defivered the
message 1o a meeting of the members of the local whese responsibility it was
to interpret the instructions of the Party to the cells. He reminded his
listeners that the mass struggle against the Nazis was the issue of the day,
and reproved them angrily for their faiture to follow instructions in the past.
FPollowing Jahnke’s lecture, the Organizer of the local laid out the details of
how best to organize “the broadest strata of the population ... for the baitle



Beiween ‘individual terror’ and ‘mass terror’ 119

against the Nagz plague’. He gave instructions for the organization ofhouse-
defence squads, for the systematie surveiliance of SA and police activity,
and for the activation of the Party cells for the campaign. The focus of the
action was to be the tavern of Heinrich Bowe in Richardstrasse.?

The house at Richardstrasse 35 wag i many ways a model of society in
Neukslin. It was one of the largest tenements in the area; built in 1905,
with six courts and five rear-houses, it contained 144 apartments. Four.
fifths of these were typical workers’ guarters with kitchen, one living-room
and shared tollet, They housed around 500 people, These included about a
dozen shop-keepers and mastercraftsmen, nine clerks, salesmen and
domestics, two artists, twenty-one pensioners, and sorne ninety skilled and
anskilled workers representing the major Berlin trades. Among the leaders
of the tenants’ movement against the SA were a printer, a pipefitter, a
tatlor, a metalworker, two construction workers, two unskilled labourers,
and a disabled veteran. The tavern in the ground Boor front of the building
had been bought in October 1929 by Helnrich B8we, a contractor who had
made a disastrous investment in his home town of Magdeburg and decided
to set up in business with the remains of his savings. It had been a centre for
the activities first of a religious youth group and then, after the War, of clubs
with left-wing political affiiations, and this continued afier Béwe took
over.?” As the Depression deepened, more and more of Biiwe's guests were
unable to find work ; they continued to spend their days and evenings in the
tavern, but the meagre allowance they received from the employment office
and the welfare bureau did not permit them to go on eating, drinking and
spending as they had in the past. When the SA offered to guarantee a
minimum turnover of a barrel of beer a day if Béwe would put his premises
at thelr disposal, the innkeeper saw the offer as the nearest way to avoid
financial ruin. He consulted the local police commander, whe assured him
that there would be no serious danger Involved, and accepted the SA’s
proposition. The clubs which had previously patromized the tavern
prompily withdrew their custom, ‘although Bowe would have been happy
to keep some of themn, especially the ones who used the bowling-alleys’.
Shortly thereafter, Bdwe himself joined the NSDAP, “for business reasons’,
{On 26 August, Sturm 21 of the Neukdiln moved into Richardstrasse 35,
and Bowe’s expectations were fuififed, with wpwards of 100 people
gathering regularly in the assembly room at the back and some thirty
hungry SA men appearing for lunch every day.*®

The establishment of Sturm 21 in the Richardstrasse was thus very much
iike other SA takeovers of taverns during these months; Hke them it
reflected the growth of the Berlin SA, a development in which self-
confidence ran before and fuelled a numerical expansion. The Nazls were
outsiders onjy in the sense that they declared themselves to be so; the SA
had a Jong history in Neukdiln. An NSDAP locai had been operating there
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as early as 1926; and the leader of Sturm 21, a twenty-five-year-old
salesman born and rajsed in Neukdln, had belonged to the party since its
founding. By mid-1931 Neukéiln had three SA Stdrme and, according to
the Communists’ own inteligence, the NSDAP had 1300 members and
nine tavern-headquarters in the district at the end of August.?® Communists
and SA-men had been getiing to know each other for several years. On the
Communist side the SA was being identified and (reated as a physical threat
as early as October 1929, when the first SA group there already claimed
seventy members; the SA leader dated the intensification of hostilities
between the two groups from an incident during the election campaign of
1930.% 10 1921, the developing relationship between the two parties had
alrcady produced one change of allegiance, from SA to Kampfbund. In the
course of the prosecutions folowing the attack on Bdwe’s tavern, a leading
Communist activist joined the SA.3

TFhat the SA was familiar in NeukéBn did not, however, mean that it was
weicome in the Richardstrasse, As Sturm 21 moved in, public attention was
being focused on the crimes of the Berlin SA by reports of the murder trial of
members of Sturm 33, the notorious Charlottenburg squad. Given the
character and history of the house, and the political sensitivity which had
been growing in Neukolln with the National Socialist presence, tension was
bound to arise between the tenants of the building and Béwe’s new guests.
Very soon after Sturm 21 took up residence, there were reperts that the SA
men were urinating {n the hallways, waving their pistols at chiidren
playing in the courtyard, and threafening to shoot into people’s windows.3?

On 28 August the KPD functionary to whose celi Richardsirasse 35
belonged organized a tenants’ meeting at which Communist speakers urged
the catling of a rent strike. The proposal was adopted, and a few days later
Die Rote Fahne reporied success all along the line: 300 extra copies of the
paper had been sold, Social Democrats were showing interest, & house-
defence squad already had sixty members, and the tenants had formed an
action comrnittee, The rent strike was set to begin on 1 September if the SA
was not turned out. Goebbels, it was reported, had given orders that
Richardstrasse 35 was nof to be abandoned under any circumstanees. In
fact, the rent strike failed to materialize, In the weeks that followed, tensions
increased as both the Communist and the Natienal Socialist press focused
on the conflict. On 3 September Der Angriff, the National Socialist paper,
claimed: ‘Tn any case, things have gone so far that an SA-man doesn’t dare
verture into the Richardstrasse alone.” The Beriin central office of the KPD
received reports from Neukoln that local girls were no longer safe on the
streets at night. Groups appeared in the courtyard behind Béwe’s tavern
chanting “Schiagt die Faschisterr and ‘Keep up the rent strike’. The
windows of the assembly-room overlooking the court were smashed, and
by the middie of October a special police-patrol had been agsigned {o prevent
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people from gathering in front of the house. A group of KPD officers who
visited the Richardstrasse one evening found the street completely
deserted - an unusual scene in a working-class neighbourhood and a
clearer sign than any amount of rowdiness that something was wrong.»

In the meantime, the rent strike had started again. On 29 September, the
tenants met and resolved to begin the strike on 1 October. This time, the
effort was better prepared and publicized. Vorwdrts reported sympatheti-
cally, remarking that Reichsbanner men as well as Communists had
already been attacked. Posters were printed announcing the strike and
mimeographed newsletters were issued. These explained that the strike had
been postponed in the first place because the manager of the building had
yielded to pressure and promised to evict the SA. The manager later denied
that he had made any such premise; in any case, the SA stayed. Nor, the
tenants claimed, had the police been of any assistance ; according to the
resolution of the tenants” meeting, police officers had been heard to declare
that the house should be ‘smoked out’, since half the tenants were criminals
anyway. All that was left 1o the beleaguered residents was self-help; tenanis
who continued to pay their rent would be regarded as strike-breakers and
allies of the troublemakers. A notary was named to whom rent payments
could be made for the duration of the strike.

In spite of the weeks of acrimony that lay behind it and the material and
technical support which # received from the KPD in its execution, the
October rent strike failed. Bt was impossible to mobilize a power which did
not exist, and the tenants proved to be practically without power against
their landlord. The threat of eviction, which the building manager raised at
the first sign of action by the tenants, was a powerful deterrent in itself.
What finally broke the back of the strike, however, was the fact that those
tenants who were on weilare were not in a position to withhold their rent;
the welfare bureau paid the rent directly to the manager. 3 After two weeks
of the strike, the manager claimed that eighty per cenit of the rents had been
paid, and & proposal was made formally o call off the action. The united
response of Braunschweig’s workers to the violence of the SA on 18 October
inspired a burst of optimism strong encugh to make the Commmunists
reconsider (see above, p. 78). But the tenants’ meeting at which those
events were to be discussed, on 21 October, was the last that was heard of
the strike. On the eighteenth, Bowe died of the wound he received in the
gttack on his tavern ; the tenants’ meeting was broken up by the police and
the thirty participants arrested.*®

139

Tahnke had apparently made up bis mind by the middle of Septernber that
the rent strike alone was not going to have the desived effect.¥” The deciston
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that ‘something must be done’ to back up the strike meani that even as the
strike was being revived, the hasis for action was no longer the Party-in-the~
community, the Richardstrasse cell and the fenanis of number 35, From
thig point an, the course that that action would take was the business of the
Party acting independently of those whom it claimed to represent. The
conditions of working-clags life in Neukdélln had fostered a situation of
tenston and mufual threat and frustrated mass economic action. Hence-
forth, it was the objective circumstances which bore specifically on the
KPI} as a political organization that enforced the isolation of the Party. Thig
in turn made it possible for the pressures and contradictions within the
organization ifself to influence the implementation of poliey.

{Once the rent strike appeared to have failed, there was never any doubt
that a demonstration should be held. The Berlin central office approved
Jahnke’s proposal for 2 demenstration against the tavern at the end of
September. Atissuein the discussions leading up to the events of 15 October
was how the action should be organized and what its effect should be. On
the question of the necessity and desirability of violent confrontation, there
were clear differences of attitude between the Neukdlln organization and
the Berlin leadership.

To a certain extent, the character of the proposed action was predeter-
mined by the conditions of its organization. In the antzmn of 1931, street-
marches in Berlin were under police ban, and local functionaries and
policy-makers alike had to take account of that fact. This antomatically
[imited the scope of any popuiar action, since it was taken for granted at all
levels of the Party that any demonstration would need to be carefiilly, even
conspiratorially, arranged. Moreover, the decision fo hold any illegal
demonstration implied s possibility of confrontation with the police, and the
plan to march sgainst an SA-tavern involved even more serfons risk of
violence, If the Party led its members into confrontation with both the police
and the SA, it conid not then leave them defenceless against possible
retaliation ; again, it was accepied that an illegal demonstration might be
covered by armed members of the Parteiselbstschutz. Finally, of course, the
calcuiations of the Berlin political leadership included the possibility that
‘resistance’ on the part of the SA might evoke a physical attack on the
tavern.

Given these hazards, the evidence indicates that the Party leadership at.
the district {Berlin) level was concemed to avoid casualties as far as possible
and minimize the risk to the Party of any viclence that might develop. Even
the testimeny of participants interrogated in 1934 and 1935, who were
under pressure to implicate the entire KPP ieadership, suggests that the
fmpuise for the organization of an armed raid did not come from above.
From Karli-Liebknecht-Haus came repeated demands that the Neukdin
organization act, and act quickly, but also the insistence that there be a
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large-scale march, that the police be drawn from the scene by a
simultanecus deronsiration several blocks away, and that a time be
chosen when the tavern weould be relatively empty. ‘K the plan that had
been agreed upon in our local had been carried out properly’, wrote the KPD
Instructor for Neuktlin RudoH Schiesinger, some years later, ‘the whole
business would have ended with a handsome glass-bill for the innkeeper ...
and an interruption of the Nazis® “irivmphal progress’.’

Schiesinger placed the blame for the raid that finally took place on Paul
Fahnke’s own determination fo have a shoot-out, Certainly the character
and activities of the Party in Neukolln were strongly influenced by the
personality of its jocal Secretary. Jahnke was known in the Party as an
activist, a fough administrator who could be expected in carrying out his
instructions to empioy even sharper measures than the Party demanded. He
had made his career in the Berlin Party by crushing opposition groupsin the
iocals under his control. Given to the use of violent and apocalyptic
ianguage, in November 1931 he refused to recognize the sincerity of the
Party’s resolution against individual terror. Jahnke’s subordination to the
Berlin district leadership did not serfously limit his power or responsibility to
put into practice according to his own lights the plans that had been worked
out in consultation with Karl-Liebknecht-Haus, and in fact Jahnke appears
at the head of all the arrangements that were made for the demonstration
and the attack within the Neukdiln organization.

Jahnke could not have acted without the support of his own organiz-
ation, however, and even his personal bearing must be seen asreflecfing the
attitudes current among his colleagues. In the Communist ‘military’
establishment in Neukdlln, particularly, Jahnke had both a convenient
instrument for the implementation of a policy of viclence and a source of
special pressure for violent action within his own jurisdiction. One of the
most remarkable aspects of the Richardstrasse case is the sheer number of
different paramiiitary groups involved. The activism, organizational rival-
ries, and direct availability to Jahnke of any or all of these groups at any
given time favoured the carrying of violence beyond the limits set by official
nolicy.

The two organizations most deeply involved in the planning and
execution of the demonstration were the Blegal RFR and the Xampfbund,
and it was in the context of thelr rivalry that the plan for the use of weapons
developed. At the first meeting of the local after the deciston was made to
hold a demonstration, their respective leaders each proposed fo carry out
the action with his own men. In the course of the argument that followed,
the two leaders, with Jahnke’s encouragement, tried to outdo each other in
their promises; both offered {o use weapons against the tavern. The
question of irearms was thus raised openly for the first time, and that was
the occasion on which an armed raid was discussed and approved by the
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tocal leadership. Jahnke promised to consedt the Berlin office as to which
group should take responsibility. He requested and received permission
from the Party and the Ga-leadership of the RFB to uise the Neukdlin RFB to
cover the demonstration. Specifically, Schlesinger reports that a plan to use
the Treptow RFR, which lay in the same Untergay but whose members
wouid not be recognized in Neukéiln proper, was known and approved by
the Berlin office. At the next meeting of the local Jahnke instructed that the
RFB would be posted in the Richardstrasse and carry out the attack, while
the Kampfbund would also provide armed men to stand watch in a side-
street. Vanities were satisfied, evervone had a part te play, and each group
had a stake in the execution of the raid.

The third group taking part in the demonstration was the cadre
associated with the local M-Apparat, which was part of the P'S. In this case,
too, the activism of the members of the cadre themselves combined with a
jurisdictional uncertainty toallow Jahnke to place yet another armed group
on the scene. The posture of the Apparat in Neukdlin reflecied the im-
pafience and militancy of the military experts in Kari-Liebknecht-Haus. If
anything, the members of the Neukdlin Apparat, the cadre leaders and
the counterinteliipence specialists, had been alerted to the campaipn
against the SA taverns earlier than the Party atlarge; asearly as 25 August
it was belng put to them in characteristically ferocious terms: “The time for
the armed uprising has come and the question must be put on the agenda.
Our duty is to apply all means and methods that are necessary, in order to
set the masses in motion ... The time for discussion is forever past. We must
answer with the same terror as our opponents,”* In contrast to this, and to
the general Party approval of the use of the cadres as a cover for illegal
demonstrations, Klause, as organizer of the P8, did not want to allow the
Neukéiln cadre to take part in the Richardstrasse action at ai, and refused
categorically to give his permission for its members to carry guns H they did
goto the Richardsirasse. This refusal threatened for a while to interrupt the
oreparations for the demonstration. Both Jahnke and the leader of the
Neukdiln cadre tried to persuade Klause to recongider ; Jahnke reproached
him scornfully, and the cadre-man inveked the wrath of Walter Ulbricht,
then [eader of the KPD in Beriin. The conflict was overcome in the simplest
way, however, when the cadre leader made up his mind to cbey Jahnke’s
orders and not Klause's; the choice was open fo himn becanse the
regulations of the PS made him directly subordinate to both Jahnke and
Khause. On the day of the demonstration, members of the cadre were posted
in surrounding streets to watch for the police.

In the event, i was not the Kampfbund, the PS or the RFB proper that
gave the action ifs vielent character, but a fourth group. Having decided on
a shooting attack in collision with the RFB and received the Party’s
permission to bring in arrmned members of the RFB, jahnke seems to have
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doubted that the RFB alone could be depended on to deliver the action
required. The core of the group that fired on Béwe’s tavern came from a
formation existing on the fringes of the Communist organization and
directly responsible to Jahnke. It was organtred apd led by the head of the
Treptow RFB. He wag kniown within the RFB to have a special group under
his control, but the members of the group had their own meeting-place and
their own special assignments. The existence of such a group, which was
accepted within the local Party organization but apparently unknown to
the higher political authorities of the KPD, working in the ‘underground’ of
an organization already underground, was in itsel{ a significant indicator of
the state of mind of the locals and a foil to any atterpt of the centeal office to
controi the activities of the rank and file.®

On the fifteenth, the action went more or less according to plan.
Kampibund and RFB were summoned by their organizers to demonstrate,
the Kampibund and some RFB members in the Richardstrasse, other RFB-
men in the Hermannstrasse, There, nearly a kilometer distant from the
scene of the action, was held the ‘mass’ demonstration, whose sole Fupction
now was to distract the attention of the police. At the same time a young
man was dispatched to chain ap the back gate of the police station.
Witnesses in the Richardstrasse at about balf-past seven in the evening saw
knots of men suddenly assermmble themselves into a procession. Between
thirty and fifty approached the tavern at Number 3% in slow march,
shouting “Dewn with fascistn’ and singing the International. Suddenly
there was a shout, the procession stopped, and the first shot was fred. it was
foliowed by at least ewenty more, fired in rapid succession by four or five
young men, while the crowd of demonstrators remained standing in the
street. The gunmen then fled and the crowd dispersed. Four of the eighteen
people present in Biwe’s tavern were wounded in the attack, and Biwe
himself died three days later of the effects of 2 head-wound. The tavern was
closed.

A%

Initially, the Party was able to aveld serious police reprisals against the
raid’s organizers and participants, though at the cost of wearisome
prosecution and imprisonment for some participants in the covering
demonstration. Within & few weeks after the incident, tweniy-two of those
present in and near the Richardstrasse ~ chiefly Kampfbund membersand a
handiul of RFB and cadre men - were arrested and indicted. {n their trial
the following spring ten were acquitted, eleven found guilty of disturbing
the peace, and one convicted of being an accessory to the commission of
grievous bodily harm.* Of the men directly associated with the shoofing,
one, an RFB member, went into hiding in Berlin until being given a passport
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and ticket to take him to Russia; he returned to Berlin, disappointed with
life there, in October 1932 and was arrested three days later. The Treptow
group managed to avoid discovery until its members took part in an armed
robbery in early 1932 ; the leader was helped to escape to Russia, but others
were arrested and convicted on the robbery charge. Their testimony formed
the basis for a new series of prosecutions and a show trial after the Nafional
Socialist takeover. ¥

Within the Party, reaction to the incident was immediate and largely
favourable. The greatest cnthusiasm was expressed, predictably, in military
circles and among the middle functionaries. Die Rote Fahne, which had
stopped reporting on the Richardsirasse sifzation carly in September,
reported simply that there had been & “sericus clash’. Among the members
of the Neukdlin Apparat the action was described as a complete success,
the proof that intimidation was the most fruitfzl accompaniment {o
discussion : “First try to win them over, then hit them.” At a meeting of all
the leaders of the Berlin locals with representatives of the RFB, and
Kampfbund and some Party instructors, there was talk of a new campaign
to prodizce a ‘pogrom mood” within the SA. And Kippenberger himself held
the action up as an example to his organization, saying: ‘With a really
thorough application, it will be possible after four weeks to say that there
once was an SA.’Y But even had the violent methods themselves been
approved, this was clearly wishful thinking; Béiwe’s tavern was back in
operation as a Nazi hangout within three months of the raid.

At the same time it was clear that the action in the Richardstrasse was
unigue in Hs apparent success, in the fact that a forceful gesture was
combined with the mobilization of the whole Party, if not the whole
commenity. fn most cases, attacks on the SA-taverns were - even in the
eyes of the Apparat-misconceived, failed in their effects, and brought
Party members into confrontations with the police under unnecessarily
embarrassing circumstances. Neither in the Gneisenaustrasse incident in
September nor in the Schillingstrasse on 19 October was more than a
handful of men invoived. In the first case the RFB had been able to coverits
members’ tracks both literally and ideclogicaily; as the gunmen escaped
across the border and to Russta, a leaflet was issued which asked, ‘Was this
Bolshevist terror 7* and urged the necessity of mass action.** The Schilling-
strasse raiders were not so fortunate, and the Party was aot happy to write
off the first twenty-two arrests in the Richardstrasse case.*

The adoption of the resolution against individual terror in November led
to the KPD leadership’s withdrawa! of even its conditional approval of direct
attacks on Nazis and their gathering-places. In December, Ulbricht was still
talking about answering the SA’s violence with ‘such a storm that they
don’t bother to come back for months’. Within a few days of that speech the
R] members who had taken part in the attack in the Posener Strasse were
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called into the offices of the Friedrichshain Party and threatened with
expulsion. In January 1932 the Berlin leadership poblicly condemned the
action in the Gnelsenaustirasse. And when, in the following july, Schine-
berg Communists arranged for two SA-taverns to be fired on from a moving
car, a representative from Karl-Liebknecht-Haus appeared in the neigh-
bourhood, guestioning the residents abeut the identities of the organizers,
and promised that the culprits would be expelled from the Party if
discovered. ¥’

The campaign against the SA-taverns developed into a series of isclated
raids, which came to be seen as more trouble than they were worth to the
Party. The KPi¥s public repudiation of the raids, and its attempts to prevent
them in the context of enforcement of the reschution on individual terror,
represent the articuiation of a conflict between the interests of political
action and the impulse to respond to violence with violence. This, in turn,
revealed serious differences in tactical perceptions between various sections
of the Compnunist orgarization. In the autumn of 1931, as the campaign
against the SA-taverns began, the conflict was extenuated by the
ambivalence of the Party leaders themselves and the all-purpose rhetorical
ambiguity of their line. In the planning of the attack on Richardstrasse 35,
differences of approach within the Party organization were already
apparent, but in contrast to the raids in which the RFB acted without or
against the Party’s sanction, the Neukéiln action reflected a near-synthesis
of political and paramilitary tactics. This very fact, however, made # a
model for the dilemma which the Party faced as an organization: the
conditions of political activity in Depresston Berlin and the character of the
Party itsel{ and its auxikary organizations militated against mass action and
encouraged the development of an atmosphere of panic conspiracy. With
the resolation of November 1931, the Party attempted to deny the necessity
of that development and to force its reversal, but the ‘terrorists’ had
absorbed the implications of the Richardstrasse incident. At the end of
November Paul Jahnke toid his colleagues: ‘In my opinion, mass-terror isa
sheer impossibility ... Fascism can only be held down by terror now, and if
that fails, in the long run everything will be lost.”*®
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The shape of violence
in the neighbourhoods

Fhe case of Richardstrasse 35 and comparable incidents, seen as calcutated
risks embarked on by the middlelevel Party bureaucracy, appear to
confirm the official Communist view that “individual terror® resulted from
the isolation of the Communist organizafion from the community at large.
Even these incidents, however, when considered from the perspective of the
rank and file, take their place among the routine activities of the local
defence organizations. Those, in turn, demand consideration as an integral
part of the life of the neighbourhood. It hardly needs to be argued that each
fighting group was subiect not only to the broadly ideelogical and
organizational pressures that censtituted offictal policy but also to the
influences of the neighbourhood situation in which it operated. These
included, at one end of the scale, the simple fact of spiralling popular and
police violence, to the demands of which, as has been pointed out, the Party
leadership was refatively sensitive. At the other end of the scale lay al the
forces working on the fighters as members of a community with its own
concerns, attitades, styles of action and interaction.

H

Among the Communists, the combination of the ‘social’ and the
‘political” ~ and the character of the violence that depended on it - was a
function of the street-politics of the Party. It was hardly within the power of
the Party to wipe out the pre-political personalities of most of s members in
any case, but the official attitude was itsell ambivalent. The process by
which the Communist organizations merged with the community provided
the dynamic for KPD tactics in the “Third Period’. The most comprehensive
effort undertaken by the defence organizations in this direction was the
development of the Antifaschistische Aktion into a movement for collective
seif-help, But an intrinsic element of the political functions of each of the
defence groups was that it sheuld make a direct appeal to certain sections of
the community orn their own ground and in their own ferms. Above all, the
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Communist Jeadership, ever mindful of the successes of the 8A, fooked to the
mass defence organizations and the RFB to spearhead s apitation among
the unemployed and the young. The goal for the RFB/R] was set at forty to
fifey per cent of the raembership around twenty years old; this meant
constant efforts to increase the proportion of sixteen- to twenty-year-olds in
the organization.?

The series of interviews held by Glinther Dehin with pupils int vocational
schools in Berlin in 1929 confirms the relative lack of appeal of the
paramilitary organizations for young people in this age group.? The survey
of the leisure interests of working-class adolescents that ¥t provides also
suggests the challenge posed to the street-politics of the Communists by the
structure of working-class life, The world in which the defence groups
moved was a highly organized one. Apart from the rival paramilitary
organizations, a range of formal and informal associafions, each with its
characteristic authority strecture and spheres of activity, gave form to daily
life in the neighbourhood. The allegiance and free time of local youth were
vied for by the youth arms of the parties - KJ, HJ, SAJ - by schoeol
associations, by confessional youth clubs, by the YMCA and by scout
groups. Where the young people interviewed by Dehn admitted o
membership fn any of these groups, ¥ was overwhelmingly Socialist and
Communist organizations, rather than in the confessional clubs, especially
among the unskilled.

By far the most popular of the organizations that offered themselves,
however, were the sport clubs. In this, the inclinations of the young workers
led them to follow an established working-class tradition. But Dehin thought
he recognized a aew spirit: “The numerous football teams, which can be
seen in the cities heading out for their sports-ground on Sundays, hold-all in
hand, present by nc means the spectacle of frisch-frei-frohlich-fromm
athletes of the old style ; rather, these are lively youths, who, one can tell,
would do anything to win viciory for their caase.” The sport movemnent had,
of course, fong since been politicized, and the Communists had staked outa
powerfal position in the contest for the competitive energies of the young
with its Sportverein ‘Fichie’. One of the most successfal of the Party's mass-
organizations, ‘Fichie’ was expected to work closely with the defence
orgapizations in their physical-training programmes. Among the Commu-
nists as in ail the radical parties, sport chubs often provided a cover for iHegal
formations, and ‘Rotsportler’ were regularly invelved in brawls and
disorders.®

More problematic, both for the Communist policy-makers and for the
student of working-class politics, was the relationship between the
Communist organizations and the associations that young peeple formed
themselves, When the Communistis took their agitation into the streets,
they were entering the special preserve of the young. Traditionally
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forbidden to play in the courtyards of the Mietskasernen, the proletarian
chifd found company and recreation in the open: on the pavements and in
nearby open spaces. There was even less room in the cramped slum
apartment for the adolescent ; the street, with its annexes in the cinemas,
dance-halls, sweet-shops and Rummelpliiize - street {airs or amusement-
arcades that dotted built-up areas of the city - was a zone of freedom between
the twin oppressions of home and work. In pericds when there was no
work, and when provisions for special education, training and institutional
relief were being cut back, the importance of the street in the life of the
young could oniy increase - not ondy for the adolescents on whom the XPD
set its sights, but also for the young adults, whose minority was artificially
prolonged by the social and legislative concomitants of depression.*

in official Party parlance, the members of this ‘streetcorner society’ fell
into the catch-all category of the “unorganized’ or those “of no party’. Their
potential as an undifferentiated physical presenice was ackaowledged in
such relatively general suggestions as the one that every R] local should
organize the young people of the street into a ‘Fighting Column’® ¥ But the
Communist Youth and the defenice organizations also took account of their
specific common interests and social bonds in tryving to win them over.
Sections of the Party were thereby drawn into association with some of the
most tunultuous and ungovernable elements of the community, since the
middle ground beiween participating in the officially recognized (and
policeabie) range of organizations and the suspicion of delinguency was not
wide,%and the life that was Hved outside the law had little place in it for the
forms of authority and discretion thut the organized working class
{Communist officialdom included) shared with the bourgeoisie.

In fact, the Party made a direct appeal to those youths officially branded
as delinquent through its campaign against the reform school system
{Fifrsorgeerziehung). Concetved as a form of ‘aid’ to families that were unable
to give their children the care and education necessary to make them useful
members of society, Firsorgeerziehung had since before the War been
administered as & punishment for children and youths up to 18 who had
proved themselves to be ‘neglected’ by breaking the law. Attempts ol a new
peneration of social workers under the Republic to apply pedagogical
principles and diminish the punitive element merely added to the inconsis-
tency of its administration. By the time he reached late adolescence, the
working-ciass child was aiready more likely to be sent to prisen for his
umisdemeanours than to be placed in care, but he had long stnce learned to
hate and fear the ‘PR’ as ene of the eartiest challenges raised by the state to
his freedom of action. Moreover, the homes themselves were odious places;
there were frequent reports of brutal and humiliating treatment of the
inmnates, escapes were commonplace, and the staff were subiect to verbal
and physical attacks.”
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In the case of Frrsorgeerzichung, the commen interest of those who had
been, or were inn danger of being caught up in the system set them in direct
opposition to the power of the state. It was thug an idesl rallying point for
KPD agitation. The Party introduced resolutions in parliamentary com-
mittees calling for supervision of the homes by working-class organizations
and demanding that no escapee should be sent back. It published articles
and pamphlets exposing the abuses in the homes. Communists also
undertook direct agitation within the homes, which sometimes amounted
to fornenting rebellion, a tactic that was also {and more easily) applied in the
more accessible day-homes and recreation centres set up for the unem-
ployed by municipal agencies.® Residents of the surrounding neighbour-
hood were drawn into this kind of agitation by demonstrations outside the
homes, in which members of the defence organizations played an important
part. On 31 August 1929 the Lindenhof home in Lichtenberg was the scene
of sach a dernonstration, and on the night of 23 March 1930 there occurred
what the authorities described as an attempt to storm the Struweshof home
in Steglitz. At least six of the 120 youths arrested in that incident were also
active in Zusammenstoss-violence, three of them as admitted members of
defence organizations and two of the Communist Youth.®

More inderesting and potenfially more promising than this agitation,
although carried on with less public commotion, were the efforts of the
Communists to organize among these elements on their home ground. At
the end of September 1930, in the context of the review of Party tactics that
followed the Reichstag elections, the leadership of the R] ordered the Bexlin
and Hamburg sections ‘to work out a plan for agitation among the cliques
and to comptle thelr experiences in this area in the form of a report to
the national leadership so that they can be used for the whole organiza-
tion’,

The cliques were gangs of youths between the ages of 16 and 25 that
flourished in working-class areas. In Berlin, they were popularly associated
particubarty with Wedding, NeukoHn and Kreuzberg, although in fact they
existed all over the city.”? Their origins lay in the ‘wiid hiking clubs’,
proletarian parodies of the middle-class Wandervegel movement, that
appeared in Berlin during the First World War, By 1923 their activities
were an object of general public concern, an aspect of popular and official
anxieties about the effects of war and inflation on the moral condition of
young peeple. The recession of 1925-6 generated fresh anxieties and led to
the creation of institutions for the unemployed young which, in turm,
heightened the visibility of the cliques, so that many sources identified 1927
and 1928 as their heyday ; but ix 1931 they could still be described as ‘a
phantom, impossible to grasp or to unmask’, lurking in the background of
all criminal prosecutions of hrveniles in Berlin.?? Estimates of their numbers
during the Depression years ranged fom 100, with memberships of
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between ten and 100, to 600, with a combined following of 30,000
youths, 3

The cligues appeared before the public and the police in their most lurid
aspect. At best, one authority wrote, ‘the very existence of a clique exercises
an unhealthy influence on the youth of a district’ ; at worst their activities
represented s ‘first step on the way to organized crime’. The same
commentator pointed out, however, that many of them could be character-
ized as *harmless walking-clubs’ . ¥* At this end of the scale, the structure and
activity of some cligues probably overlapped with those of the more
conventional (although still suspect) smoking-, savings- and social-clubs
which working-ciass boys and girls orgamized for themselves, but such
groups, in so far as they existed, remained invisibie. Where the cligues were
sufficiently active o make an impression on observers, they were univers-
ally represented as sharing a specific set of characteristics. 1

The most disturhing aspect of the activities of the cliques in the eves of the
police and ‘public opinion” was the emphagis that their members placed on
toughness, their readiness to engage in physical viclence, whether in
pursuit of entertainment or of material gain. The central experience of
membership in the classic cligue was a weekly camping trip and, true to
their traditions, some even adopted the costume and pennants of the
Wandervagel or scouts. In the course of these outings, it was common
practice to attack members of respectabie scowt froops encamped neashy
and, if possible, seize their badges and pennants ag booty. Individeal hikers
were aiso attacked, robbed and sometimes beaten. Between the cliques, too,
there existed a rivalry, which was expressed both in spontaneous brawling
and in relatively formal, organized fights, but aiso provided a framework for
diplomatic maneeuvres and tactical alliances: two fighting gangs might
turn on the police officers trving to separate them, or a confederacy of
cligues might organize a punitive expedition against a suburban tavern in
which some of their members had been refused service. ¥ The clique was jed
by a ‘clique-bull’, often the founder, who maintained his position by his
ability to keep the group together, to hold his own in a fight and to devise
successiul schemes for fulfilling the aims of the group and the needs of Hs
mernbers. The authority of the ‘bull’ was such that his arregt conld mean
the dissolution of the cligue. New members were sometimes expected, as a
condition for admission, o give proof of their aptitude by committing some
petty crime or act of vandalism. One concomitant of this aggressive posture
was a self-conscions masculinity. There were reportedly a few mixed groups
a¢ well as some gangs of girls, but the tonghest of the chigues excluded girls
from fuli-fledged membership as a matter of principle ; they appeared on the
scene only as ‘cligue-darlings’, one or two whose réle was to minister to the
physical needs of the gang.*" A second concomitant was absolute solidarity
within the cligue:
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The regalations of the clique are usually of a lapidary brevity : the member must
always pay for his round ..., he must defend an astacked or insuited comrade under
any and all circumstances, he must never rat’, *®

The “Tartarenblut’ case of 1928, which was widely reported, established
the model for the popular image of the clique: eighteen members of the
gang, unemployed youths from NeukSlln, attacked a group from the
Akademischer Turnverein Berlin at a suburban campsite. They searched
them and carried off their Deutsche Turnerschaft badges as well as all their
money and provisions. When they were caught by the police the members
of the cligue were carrying knives, knuckledusters and other dangerous
ingtruments - and their banner: red, with a white border and rising golden
sun, inscribed W.C, TARFARENBLUT. According to one newspaper report,
the youths were dressed “in Tyrolean style’, with knee-socks, black “fascist
jackets’, open shirts and feathered hats. A short trial ten months later
resulted in commuted prison sentences for several members of “Tartaren-
blut’, In January 1929 members of the chique were again convicted and
released for their réle in an incident in which several cliques had attacked a
tavern. Finally, in 1929, the ‘bull’ himeel had to serve a prison term for
brawling and the clique broke up.'®

When members of a clique fell on hard times, the skills, cohesiveness and
mobility fostered by this kind of recreation could be mobiiized in service of
other functions of the group: mutual support, a common front against the
police, officers of the Child Welfare Bureau or FE or among truly vagrant
gangs, cooperation in the daily pursuit of food and shelter - not always by
legal means. Although their varied pursuits could take them all over the city
and into the suburbs, they remained for the most part closely identified with
their own neighbourhoods. They regularly congregated in the same local
taverns or, failing a hospitable landlord, in a convenient pazk, dance-hall or
Rummelplatz, and they were prepared to defend their hegemony over these
‘strongholds’ ageinst all comers. The tie {o the neighbourhood, an attitude
natural to the very young and reinforced by the availability within the area
of such cheap forms of entertainment, could likewise become Fanctional for
a gang whese members were unempioyed and living by their wits or from
street-crime, While one authority reported that ‘certain cligues dominate
and terrorize whele blocks and sections of the city’, another cited the case of
a vagrant gang being actively supported and shiclded from the police by
local residents.®

Once it was moebilized within the wider commugnity for the enforcement of
material interests, the exercise of physical force that had originated as a
form of entertainment or seif-presentation had the potential to draw the
cliques into local netwaorks of economic and broadly political power. The
most notorious of such unofficial networks was that of the Ringvereine, city-
wide organizations which acted as ‘friendiy societies” for professional
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criminais and ex-convicts and controbled significant sections of Berlin's
night-fife and vice eperations. Especially in the enterfainment centres of
Mitte and Wedding, it was reported that “all porters, handbill-distributors,
barkers in small night-clubs, all shoe-shine boys, street vendors, lavatory
attendants ... are exchusively paid-up members of these associations”™ %

in fact the members of the Ringvereine were inclined to regard the cliques,
like other disruptive ountsiders, as a nniganee at begt, and although some
cligue members icined professional gangs as they grew older the cligues as
sitch remained largely distinct from the structures of organized crime.??
Their characteristic offenices were disturhing the peace, assault, robbery
and petty theft, occasionally stealing an auto for a joy-ride. Very few
demonsirated the aptifude for serious crime of ‘Bierschlamm’, whose
members carried out some ffteen motorized robberies in 1931 and 1932,
ending their career with an attack on a wages transport in which a guard
was kifled.#

Nevertheless, the analegy between cliques and Ringvereing is suggestive,
particularly in the light of their common politicization. On the one hand, it
was observed that affer 1929 even the professional gangs were increasingly
adopting party-political allegiances {usually opting for the Communists).
On the other, the politicization of the cliques was, by 1932, a matter of
publdic discussion and concern; one informed commentaior estimated in
1930 that while seventy-one per cent of men.eriminat cligues were
apolitical, twenty-one per cent had left-wing (usually Communist}, seven
per cent right-wing (usually vélkisch} sympathies, ™ H we choose to regard
the confiict between the political patties as, st least in part, a struggle to
establish real and direct control in certain areas, then the politicization of
groups whose power was already mainly of an immediate and local kind
may indicate that they were being squeezed out in the increasingly open
and physical fight for control of the streets, or being forced to take shelter
under the rival claims to hegemony in order to retain and legithmize actnal
positiens of influence.

What is more certain, in the light of the history of the KPD’s approaches
to the cligites, is that the Party was most interested in their capacity to back
up its own poesition and arguments with physical force. The earliest of those
approaches was in the gpring of 1923, when members of the Berlin
leadership of the KJVD organized a federation of chques under the name
Roter Wanderring, The programmne of this gronp included provisions for
free legal aid, establishment of a common housing-list, support for
revolutionary organizations, and ‘collective defence against our enemies’.
Its members figpured prominently in Die Rote Fahne’s reports on clashes
between Communist or Socialist vonths and members of the police and
right-wing formations during the following months. After the revolution-
ary effort of 1923 had collapsed and the Ring had dissolved, numerous
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cligne members were reportedly atiracted to the Communist Youth, and
especially to the newly formed RJ. During the mid to late twenties,
sympathetic cliques contfinued to operate on the fringes of the Party. In May
1928, for example, members of the Neukdlln cique ‘Adlerkralle’ were
arrested in a crowd which had attacked a group of SA men. And when the
R] was banned in 1929 observers noted that ‘a large section” of the Rerlin
membership floated back into the cliques, 2* The R} instruction of 1930 thus
reinstituted, for the national organization, an agifation that had already
been tried af the local level in circumstances comparable to those of the
“Third Period’: “asocial elernents” were invited into the movement as the
Party aimed to broaden its appeal, to win the affections of proletarian youth
back from a vigorous righi-wing movement, and to recruit the shock troops
for a militant, physical fight against the political opposttion,

The principal literary instrument in this agitation in its last phase was
Walter Schénstedt’s novel Kdmpfende Jugend, issued in 1932 by the
Communist publishing house. Advertisements in other Party publications
recommended as “hurmorous and interesting’ its ‘depiction of how Tomcat
ard Spider and their wild hiking cligue become members of the Communist
Youth’, and XJVD locals were advised to organize ‘discussion evenings’
around the novel, to which clique members should be invited. 26 Schonstedt
wias himsell a leader of the Rf in Kreuzberg and active in the wehrhafter
Kampf and his portrait of a local clique concentrates on those attitades most
directly relevant to the expectations of the Communists, The boys of
‘Edelsan’ are characterized as fundamentally friendly to the Communists,
admiring forceful leadership but deeply contemptuous of political jargon
and regimentation. ‘.. Punch-nps, a little Thithmann, and as for the rest,
they don't eare.” But the specific vatue of the Cligue in the present struggle
was unambigirous:

... when word went out: The Nazis are coming through the Nostizsirasse, then the
lads were better than many of the organized ones ... ‘Getting ready to make another
speech, Theo ? [one of them asks the Party organizer] Bon’t bother, man. you know
if anything happens, we'll be there, we know what we’ve got to de. Just smash’sm,
smash’em, till the roof falls inP?

Among the blographies of the streetfighters there is evidence of a
continuous process of competition and coalescence between the cligues and
the Communist movement. An apprentice bricklayer, Erich Irmer, sixteen
vears old when he was arrested in the ‘Adlerkralle’ incident, joined the AJG
in 1929 and was at the end of 1931 treasurer of a XPD streeteell and
Staffelfithrer in the Kamplbund. Alfred Jiger joined “Tartarenbluf’ in 1926
at the age of fifteen, was twice arrested, once for ilegal camping and once
for agsault and battery against Stahlhelm members, and moved on to the
AJG and a series of political offerices when the clique broke up in 1929, In
the course of the investigation into the Posener Strasse shooting it emerged
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that one R leader was a former member of *Apachenblut’, while ancther
belonged to the “Sparverein Immer Pleite’; the names of two other cliguaes,
‘Waldviigel” and “Seepiraten’, made brief appearances in the files. 28 The
charter members of ‘Eierschlamm’ had belonged to the Comrmunist Youth
before forming their cligue, and had continued to meet in the Communist
tavern in the Yorckstrasse and even to be politically active - 1o the extent of
getting into fights with National Socialists - at the same time as they were
carrying on their criminal career. One had been expelled from the K]
because of his chque activities. Daring the {rial for the 1931 and 1932
armed robberies it came to light that one of the members had acted as
chaufferr in shooting attacks on SA-taverns in Schéneberg on the night of
30 june 1932, while another had accompanied the assault squad and a
third testified under Cestapo ‘pressure’ that he, foo, had gone along,
thinking it was ‘one of the usual robberies”.®

When the Hitler Youth Hans Hoffmann was shot te death on the Lausitzer
Platzin July 1931, the police looked for a connection between the murder
and the conflicts that existed between the members of the cligue ‘Lustig
Blut’ and other local youths. Although they did not find apy direct
association, it became clear that the cliques and the poltical formations in
Krenzberg inhabited the same world, and that the lines between them were
very fluid. An article published in the organ of the Kreuzberg R] a little carlier
in the year characterized a local SA leader thus: ‘“This character, who is also
knows by the name of “Scholli”, has already made off with the treasuries of
the hiking club “Lustig Blut™ and the social club “Hand in Hand?.?%¢

The relationship between the cliques and the defence proups offers a key
to some of the most striking ambiguities in the position of the Communist
organizations. By virtue as much of common socialization as of mutual
recruitment, the two shared a social code and an organizational calture in
which masculinity, solidarity based on affection and mutual aid, aggressive
competition and boughness in defence of one’s territory were closely Hnked
with the gang style of organization. The Party granted a kind of legitimacy
to this culture when it sanctioned active recruitment from the cligues,

At the same time the leadership remained uncertain as fo the aims and
vahue of such recruitiment and suspicious of the cliques themselves. No
direct public statement was made about why the Party was recruiting
them ; indeed, it was never directly acknowledged that such an agitation
was going on. And while the evidence of KPE practice supports the view
that the Party saw the cliques as potential allies from outside the ranks of
the ‘class-conscious projetariat’, whose specific value lay in their violence,
the various comments that were made about them in the Communist press
reflect nio sach consistent view. For Schénstedt’s hero, the K leader trying
to recruit ‘Fdelsan’, the gang members are proletarians fighting the system
in the only way they know how, but even their spontanecus anitfascism,
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though praiseworthy, does not relieve them of the necessity to choose
between joining the movement and sinking into the Lumpenproletariat. The
Party member who reviewed Kdmpfende Jugend for the Commmunist literary
journai emphagized the ‘proletarian comradeship’ of the gang, their mutnal
concern and ‘the feeling that each cares for the other’, as a desirable quality
too often lacking in the Party organization; at the same time he described
the politicization of ‘Edelsaw’ as ‘the confluence of two streams from the
reservoir of the street”.® In the eyes of another commentator, however,
writing for the popular consumption in the weekend supplement of Die Rote
Fahne, there was litthe to distinguish the cliques from the workers’ vanguard :

The ‘bull’ is elected at 2 meeting on democratic principles for an unlimited period.
Everyone owes him absolute obedience, every clique keeps the strictest discipline ...
New members are apprentices and have to go through a strict probationary perfod ...

and gangs always clean ap afier themselves when they go camping, ‘unlike
the Spiesser, who decorate the park with ... sandwich wrappers'.** The
tension between the idea that the cligues were outsiders who needed to be
convinced that they had a common cause with the Communists, and the
axiom that there was no real antifascist politics outside the movement is
also apparert in the reporting of a violent incident in Schineberg in March
1931. The victim of a Nazl shoofing, an apprentice bricklayer, was
described by Vorwdrts as a member of a ‘Communist hiking club’. In
successive reports of Die Rote Fahne, he was transformed from ‘an
unorgamnized worker who belonged to a hiking club’ and whose friends had
now vowed to join the anéifascist movement, to a ‘vallant yvoung
proletarian ... on the way to [joining] the Communist Youth', who
*organized the ¢omrades in his kiking club into the Red Aid’, to “member of
a hiking club, red “shopsteward’” and organizer of the wehrhafter Kampf' in
his vocational school. 3

The uncertainty in the Party’s understanding of what the cligues were
and what it expected from them was echoed in the leadership’s ambivalent
response to cligee-ike forms of behaviour within the movement. Infact, the
Communist organizations were distinguished from the cligues by the fact
that the elements of a “street culture’ were combined with, their application
i a sense directed by those of a self-consciously party-political world-view.
But this comppound was not always acceptable to the Communist leader-
ship. An R} circutar of March 1930 set the tone for continuing tensions with
the reminder ‘Enernies-work has mighty little to do with playing cops-and-
rotthers and wearing dark glasses.”> The persistence of a style learned in the
streets was closely related to the problemis the leadership had in enforcing its
policies on terror and the wehrhafter Kampf, which appear in this context as
a Turther example of the Party’s fatlure to politicize its own followers, In the
following study of the actual operation of a sample of fighting groups, the
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prescriptions and complaints of the leadership can be regarded as guides to
the points at which communal and organizational pressures combined or
conflicted,

I¥

This study is based on material in the Berlin police files, containing
information about 179 separate cases of Zusammenstoss-violence in Berdin,
most of them between 1929 and 1933, and over 300 individual
strestfighters, 3 Certain Hmitations may be stated at the outset. First, itis not
possibie either to state how many separate groups we are dealing with, or to
make any systematic distinctions befween the sections of ene organtzation
and another, Only in a few cases has it been possible to reconstruct groups,
and then usually only partially. This reflects in part the nature of the
sources: the statemenis made by individuals to the police are bound to be
fragmentary and - where the speaker's organizational allegiance s
concerned ~ deliberately misleading. Moreover, confuston of titles and
functions and overlapping membership was characteristic of the Commu-
nist defence movement at every level. On the basis of official figures,
therefore, it is hardly possible even to make more than a rough estimate of
the numbers of groups and individuals involved in the whole city of Berlin.
Of the 318 streetfighters whose interviews we have on record, 223 stated
that they were current or former members of Commmunist organizations or
appeared as such in the files of the political police. Of these, thirty-nine were
current or former Party members, eighteen current or former members of
mass-organizations other than defence organizations, and 166 could be
shown to be or to have at one time been active in defence organizations. The
last group included twenty-five who were simultaneously members of other
Communist mass-organizations (usually Red Aid) and fifty-one current
members of the Party or Communist Youth. Among those with ne
organizational affiliation with the Commmunists, twenty-six described
themseives as or gave evidence of being Communist sympathizers; an equal
number named other organizations, usually trade unions; one was a
former SPD member; and forty-two gave no infonmation.

It shonld be emphasized that the groups under discussion are those
whose members were volved in violent incidents and who were
apprehended by the police in the course of their activities, It is diffienit to
state with any certainty to what extent they are characteristic of the
movement as & whole. In Berlin, certain sections were recognized by Nazis
and Communists alike as being particularly tough, One member of the
Fischerkietz section of the formation calling itself Proletarischer Selbst-
schuiz Mitte reported that his own group had been notorious for its
activism until mid-1931; then for & while ‘things were pretty guiet at
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Hoppe’s [their tavern!’ and people ‘talked a lot about how the better and
more active groups were Kreuzberg, Prenzlaser Berg, and Frankfurter
Aliee’ 3¢ Groups Hke these, for whom violent armed actions were routine,
were relatively rave,

Omn the other hand, it seems likely that a high proportion of the defence
formations regularly participated in activities in which they openly courted
viclent confrontations, so that the groups that actually became nvolved in
spontaneous Zusammenstisse can stand for a much wider circle of fighting
groups in posse, This should become apparent in the course of a closer
examination of the forms, occasions and context of violence. Within the
general framework of the Zusammenstoss style, the forms were highly
variable and the occasions innumerable, the force of immediate local
circumstances or the simple momentum of the fight often enforcing a shift
from defence to offence, from routine political activity to ‘individual terror’
in its pure form. The context for all of these was the neighbourhood, defined
on one level as a nexus of personal and economic relationships and on
another as the geographical area in which each individual group held its
writ to run,

Violent confrontations, although usually anticipated, were often inci-
dental to the other activities of the groups. One enthusiastic seventeen-year-
old, recently recruited to an RMSS formation in Schdneberg, described his
group as a ‘pure defence organization’, whose activity consisted exclusively
of ‘intelligence, provision of defence for meetings, occupation of our taverns
in case of alarm’.?” (ther groups, however, took their political tasks more
seriously. Several RFB members testified that, once they had been recruited
with open or implicit promises of action and excitement, their first
experience of erganizational life was to receive a fund-raising list or a
bundie of newspapers for distribution. Propaganda actions that required
more caution and daring, such as the painting of slogans on walls or
pavement, or the hanging of banners in barely accessible places, were a
speciality of these young activists. Moreover, the frequency with which
both Communists and National Socialists admitied to recogrizing one
another from meetings and discussions suggests that the ‘ideclogical fight’
was not being entirely neglected.®

Each of these activifies carried with it the risk of a clash with the police or
with political opponents, and often the conseguences of an evening’s
propaganda were out of ali proportion to the intrinsic dangers of the
operation. n the general atmosphere of political tension, often heightened
by the influence of several beers, the ‘discussion’ that began with a half-
friendly challenge could eastly turn into a brawl ; it needed only one person
on either side {0 feel offended or be spoiling for a fight, > The stabbing of SA-
man Erich Sagasser on 23 December 1932 is a case in point: on the way
home from thetr Christmas party, he and some other members of Sturm 66
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(Moabit), passed a Communist tavern and were invited in. Everyvone had
had a few drinks, and the conversation proceeded peacefully enough, until
one of the SA-men asked where Anton Krause was now ‘boozing and
whoring around’. Krause was a highly respected local RFB-leader who had
recently been released from prison under an amnesty ; his wife was in the
{avern that evening. Tenston began fo mount, as one of the Communisis
responded ; ‘You're just like those swine from Potempa?! - a reference to
the brutal murder of a Communist in Silesia the preceding August.¥ A
Communist cycled o the nearest KPD tevern to get reinforcements, and
shortly after their arrival, a troop of SA-men appeared outside and began to
force their way in. This was the signal for a general melée inside the tavern,
in the course of which Sagasser received a knife-wound in the belly; he died
on the 8 Japuary. ¥

Even so seif-consciously tough a group as the Proletarischer Setbstschutz
Fischerkietz was not always looking for trouble, and ifs first major ‘action’
after the luil of mid-1931 was more or Jess accidental. On 20 November
1931, the group held a meeting to elect a new leader, at the end of which all
the members who did not have to go to work the next day were ordered to
take part in a “painting action’; slogans were {o be painted on the Spree
bridges and at the entrapces to the Underground. They set out with their
paint-buckets and brushes at about 11.30 p.m,, posting guards along the
way to waich for approaching police cars. Instead of the police, however,
they came face fo face with local SA-men. There were brief skirmishes
between groups of two and three, and then, when the Communists turned
to go back to their tavern, they found the way blocked by a large troop of SA.
After an exchange of insults between the SA-leader and one of the
Commaunists, the Nazis began to advance ; outnumnbered, the Communists
took to their heels. Three of them, however, termed just before the bridge
over which they had to pass and began firing pistols to hold off the Nazis. In
this case there were no casualties, but a number of members of the group,
including the newly-elected leader, were arrested and put out of circulation

for several months.#?

In these cases, the preparedness for and exercise of prescribed defence
functions contributed o the heating-up of essentially non-violent situ-
ations. In others, the groups acted solely as defence formations, warding off
Nazi attacks on other organizations or insfitutions, most commonly
taverns, Ii is not always easy to determine how much was anticipation and
how much response in such actions. Police and eyewitness reports are often
frustratingly circurnstantial, as in the case of an incident in Kreuzberg on
21 june 1932: all alternoon and evening SA-men in uniform had been
strolling up and down the Cneisenaustrasse in defiance of police requests
that they disperse. Alarmed by this, and remembering earlier incidendts, the
landlady of the KPI tavern at the corner of Schleiermacherstrasse asked
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for and received a police guard. Meanwhile, groups of Communists had
gathered in and around the tavern. Around 11.30 a troop of between
twenty and twenty-five SA-men marched past the tavern on its way down
Schletermacherstrasse.
At this moment # large number of Communists stormed out of the tavern, formed a
chain across the Schielermacherstrasse and pursued the Nfatlonal} Sfoctalists]. The
NS had fuced about at the approach of the Communisis and some had begun to take
off their cross-belts in expectation of an atfack. At this moment the first shots were
fired.
The shooting continued on both sides, and at the end of it one SA-man was
dead and eleven Communists were in police eustody.®

Fhe mutual distrust was so pervasive, the provisional mobilization for
self-defence so much a matter of routine, that the expectation of attack itself
must ofter: have provided the spark for a battle. A particudarly disturbing
exampie of how mutual anxiety could compound {ragedy was the incident
in the garden-alioiment colony Felseneck, which the KPD used as the
occasion for initiating its campaign for mass self-defence in January 1932,
The incident arose when a troop of SA-men, with a police escort, made a
detour through the colony cn their way home from a meeting. Wild
rumours bad been flying around Reinickendorf all evening, and both the SA
and the local Communists were in a state of nervous expectation, The SA-
men began to throw rocks at one of the sheds where a Communist was
sleeping. Shots were fired, an alarm bell was rung, and in the ensuing
confusion, as residents and intruders stumbled about in the pitch darkness,
the Communist Klemke was shot at close range. As members ofthe SA troop
fled, they were confronted by Kampfbund members in a nearby street and
one of their group was beaten and stabbed. Both of the principal victims,
one on each side, died that night. ¥

Within the neighbourhood, the expectation of violence was fed by
rumour. If either side was planping an action against the other, it was not
easy to keep the plans a secret. When the Neukdlln SA decided to ‘clean out’
the local Communist bookshop, their plan was being openly discussed in the
surrounding streets several hours before the attack took place.®® The
expectation could harden into certainty with the appearance of the SA, or
with the report of a sympathetic passer-by or of one of the cyclists sent out to
reconnoitre, that the Nasis were coming. I a major confrontation was
expected, and i the Communists were warned far enough in advance,
several groups might be alarmed by couriers or over the telephone and
called to strengthen the guard at the threatened spot. The very presence in
the area of these ‘outsiders’, who knew they had been called to fight but
were not always sure whom or why, could occasion a new round of
skirmishes, %

These ad hoe Jocal alarm siteations were reproduced on a much larger
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scale in the mobilizations of the whole Berlin organization that the Party
routinely ordered during periods of intense political activity. Whenever
there was a large National Socialist meeting or demonstration the local
defence groups were expected fo stand by in their taverns, as they were
every evening during election campaigns and at times, like the surnmer of
1932 and early 1933, when offensive action by the SA was expected ¥ I§
was on these occasions that the Communist orgapizations most nearly
resembled that compact revolationary force whose visionn haunted the
Party and the police alike. When they acted, however, it was rarely as an
army; their ordinary frame of reference was the political fight in #s local
aspect.

This was true as much of offensive as of defensive action. Members of the
deferrce groups undertook actions which can be characterived as “terror’ in
terms both of structure and indent : planned raids and attacks on individaal
Nazis, often combined with personal threats, aimed at elimninating,
radically intimidating, or taking revenge on the opposifion. As persuasive
as was Grzesinski’s image of terror-groups ranging throughout the city in
closely guarded anonymity, most actions of this kind grew out of local
conflicts and depended for their effectiveness on some degree of familiarity
between victim and attacker. The murder of Horst Wessel, for example,
which took plece within a twenty-minute walk of the tavern in which it was
planned, was made possibie by a web of political and personal relationships.

Wessel was one of a number of activists on both sides who presented
themselves as being persenally under threat. Klemke, the Communist killed
in the Felseneck incident, was a marked man because of his participation in
a fight in front of the Reinickendorf labour exchange two weeks earhier.
Arrested for taking part in an attack in which a group of Nazis were stabbed,
beaten and kicked, the Schineberger Walter Neubauver maintained that the
SA had been threatening him for weeks because he refused to join them ; he
was convinced that his phofograph hung in the SA-tavern with a sign
under it saying that he had to die. ¥

This personalizing of the conflict did not always lead to murder. It
frequently did not go further than the threat - in notes dropped into an SA-
man’s toolbox at work, or messages chalked on doorways, giving notice
that the resident’s political activities were no secref. Some of the groups
were equipped with pre.printed posters for this purpose. One example,
measuring about nine by twelve inches and printed in red ink, read : *Eyes
opent! / Young worker, this concerns you: / Here lives / The Fascist /
~~~~~~~~ / who takes part in attacks on workers, / Hit him wherever you
see him: / Die Rote Jungfront.” Anocther, headed with two swastikas,
provided spaces for the name and address of the “Fascist and Murderer of
Workers’, and admorished: ‘Weorkers, spit in his face. Hit the fascist
wherever vou meet him "+
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The anonymous note received by a father of three in Wedding in 1932,
by ne means atypical, represents an act of terror in itself.

Dear Herr Binderrnann | In consequence of the spread of the brown murder-plague,
to which your three brats also befong, we must take steps in self-defence, which will
cause great pain to the parental heart; but there is nothing for it. We stand under
threat and in sell-defence against the brown mob. Your daughter has repeatedly
givenr hersell sexually fo the brown muarder-bandits. The youngest kid poses an
impudent challenge to the workers of Wedding, Very well. Wetake upthe challenge,
Bnough is enough. From now on, we will send afl Nazi bandits who are known to us
to the place where the Third Relch wants to send us. We herewith inform you that
your Nazi-brats will have te make this trip too. Whether fair or not, is not our
bustness to decide. Gar patience is exhiausted. ... There is no way back to the working
class.

The leader of the SA in the Richardstrasse claimed that he had been being
*shadowed’ for years before the Communists fook decisive action, and the
feud between the Tischerkietz activists and the local SA-leader was carried
on with insults, mutual accusations and ltigation as well as with knives
and clubs. ¥ Wher weapons came info play, the stakes were raised. It was
only through luck that two of the Fischerkietz group’s offensive actions, a
shooting-ambush of the SA-man Ewald at the Insclstrasse bridge and an
attack withrocksand guns on an SA-tavernin the Wienerstrasse {in revenge
for the murder of a Communist), did not resulf in sericus casualties.’?
Sometimes, however, the hated opponent would simply be killed, either in
cold blood (iike Horst Wessel) or under cover of a broader action:, Herbert
Norkus, the Hitler Youth member stabbed to death while disiributing
leaflets in Moabit on 24 January 1932, was the victim of the latter kind of
attack. He was mistaken for a Nazi leader who was detested by both
Communists and oppositional National Socialists, and members of both
organizations planned the attack together.* The shoeting of Hans Stein-
berg on the Lenzener Platz in July of the same vear was another such case,
aiso apparently involving mistaken identity.*

Between the extremes of defence and terror may be located a type of
action best described as policing. This took various forms, but in each of
them the central function can be seen as an assertion of the authority of the
group and Hs power to control what went on i the street, Collectively, these
actions probably account for the bulk of violent incidents. One form, which
obviously had a practical political value as well, was physical interference
with Nazi propaganda. This could be carried cut on the basis of a city-wide
or local alarm, and in such cases it might be fairly well coordinated. The first
action of one {Inemployed Detachment in Friedrichshatn, part of a general
mobilization against a planned Nazi propaganda action n the area on 7
February 1932, involved their spending the night in their tavern, sending
out regular couriers to determine where the Nazis were, and heading out
first thing in the morning in groups of two and three. Some of them were
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dispersed by the police ; others got involved in a brawti on the Petersburger
Platz, and one hapiess Communist followed some others fleeing the police
ang found himseif hiding oat in an SA-tavern. 3 The many cases in which
fights developed after Communists had attempted to *confiscate’ pamphlets
and literature attest o the frequent application of the same principle on an
aid hoe bagis; the stands where the Vilkdscher Beobachter was sold were
frequent targets for attack. ¥

Bt the mandate to connter Naw propaganda allowed of broad interpret-
atton. Official Party circulars often carried references to “purging the streets
of fascist provocateurs’ and similarly sweeping injunetions. 3 At a meeting
of the same Unempioyed Detachrment a few weeks earlier, the leader told his
andience :
Wherever the Nazs appear and make propaganda in our district, we will impede
their propaganda and drive the Nasis out. As an example he announced thaf when

several Compnunists, members of the E-Staffel, meet, say, three Nazis on the street
and recognize them, they must strike them down immediately. ®

In accordance with this dictum, local groups spent a good deal of their time
standing on streetcorners or in playgrounds or wandering the strests and
parks watching for Nazs, Many an apparent attack was initiated by the
showut, ‘There’s one’ or accompanied by warning to the Nazis to ‘just get out
of here’ or ‘get the hell home’.*

Determining whether the quarry was in fact a Nazi, which usually
involved a body-search for armbands or badges, was sometirnes the rifzal
preliminary fo a beating. More often, this symbolic (sometimes literal}
disarming of the enemy, though almost always accompanied by blows of
some sort, was an end in itself. §t was carried out even on men whose
identity as Nazis was generally known, and the ‘confiscated” badges were
kept as prized trophies.® A member of the Rote Jungfront in Kreuzberg,
questioned in connection with a case in which a young Nazi's refusal to
hand over his swastika-patierned belt-buckle led to hiis being shot to death,
stated that nearly every meeting of his group ended in a
‘Dhirchzug’ - ‘patrols, in which the badges of opposing parties are
hunted” - which had never before in his experience led to ‘serfous
confrontations’.® Similarly, the shooting in the Posener Strasse was the
climax to a *patrel [ Streife) through the east end’. Inn this characteristic form
of ‘policing” the tie between the individual group and a relatively fixed
territorial sphere of influence is especially clear.

The element of territoriality is further emphasized by the fact that 280 of
the 318 streetfighters in our sample were arrested for incidents occurring
exclusively in their own districts {Verwaltungsherirke) or immediately
adjeining areas of neighbouring districts. Cases in which groaps acted
outside their own neighbeourhoods often reveal a consciousness of locality,
of where the group had a right to claim authority, that was curionsiy
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compounded of political and communal memories. Here again, the
Fischerkietz group provides an excellent example. In condrast to the
authorities, for whom the Fischerkietz was simply the ‘south-east end of the
island formed by the Spree’, a member of the group was able to describe his
neighbourhood as an area whose boundaries snaked through the districts
on either side of the river, taking in some blocks and excluding others:

Parcchialstrasse, near the Rathaus across the Molkenmarkt, Gertraudenstrasse up
to the Spitelmarkt, from there fo Seidelstrasse, Stallschretberstrasse up to
Moritzpiats, from there Buckowerstrasse, Luisenufer to Annensirasse, Jannowiiz

Bridge, Holzmarkistrasse up to Raupachstrasse, from there back to Stralager
Strasse, Klostersirasse, and Parochialstrasse. ™

The group’s activities were nof restricted to the immediate neighbourhood,
however ; its members often joined in actions with the Kreuzberg group,
ranging as far as the Gnelsenaustrasse and the Wienerstrasse, or about half-
a-mile from the outer edge of the Flscherkietz. ®

Although the group’s members never made any attemnpt to rationalize
such excursions, it was possible 10 see Kreuzberg and parts of Berlin Mitte as
belonging to the same general neighbourhood, For one thing, the divisions
betweer: the city’s administrative districts were relatively recent, Before the
reorganization of Berlin in 1920 the divisions within the sections of Berlin
proper - Mitte, Tiergarten, Wedding, Prenzlauver Berg, Friedrichshain, and
Kreuzberg - were as important as the divisions between them, both
conceptually and for administrative purposes. The 1920 boundary between
Kreuzberg and Berlin Mitte, for exarnple, spiit the old Luisenstadt district. ®
Moreover, the administrative divisions were artificial in many important
senses; the jurisdictions of the regional labour bureaux, which determined
who went to which labour exchange or welfare office, did not coincide with
them, Berlin Mitte taking in large sections of Tiergarten, Prenzlaver Berg,
Friedrichshain and Kreusberg,

To the traditional and administrative determinants of community
consciousness must be added those generated by the Party itself. We have
seen that the regulations for the defence organizations showed a concern for
Bxing jurisdiction and controlling the activities of groups eutside their own
neighbourhoods. The Party districts themselves coincided more closely
with the economic divisions of the city than with the administrative ones, so
that the Fischerkietz and Kreusberg groups were sections of the same
district organization.® Finally, there was laid over all of these consider-
ations the decade-old myth of Red Berlin, and the combination of territorial
and political resentments is reflected time and again - in the baitle ery of
Kdpenick Communists, “The Red Kietz s ours!” or the Kreuzbergers” “What,
vou fascist swine, you dare to show your face in the Southwest 297 A leader
of the Friedrichshain Communists, expestulating with the new-minted Nazi
publican in the Posener Strasse, remarked: ‘You musta’t imagine that
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you're in Steglitz, or wherever you came from ; you’re in a thoroughgoing
workers’ quarter...”® The perplexity of official comment on the atfitude of
one young Communist, though expressed with characteristic insensitivity,
is understandable:

IThe defendant said:] ‘What business did “they” - that is the National
Socialists - as Schonebergers, have in Lichterfelde’, although he Blmself as a
resident of Steglitz claims the right to take part In brawls outside his own
neighbourhood, ®

H{

'The influence of the neighbourhood and its “street culture” is still clearer
in other aspects of the routine of the defence formations: their forms of
ieadership and internal discipline, collective interests, and attitudes to-
wards other members of the community and the Communist hierarchy. The
fate of Otio Regenthaler, which suggests the many points of uneasy
coexistence of party-political and communal codes, provides a fitting
introduction to a discussion of organizational life among the streetfighters:

1am a member of Red Ald, Until January 1929 I was s member of the RFB ... Tdon’t
teke part in any politicsl actions any mors, since about six months ago. The reason
for that is as follows: since F hada’t participated in the Communists’ demonstration
at New Year's [1931], on my father’s orders, some RFB members came {o our
courtyard in the early hotirs of the morning, blew on ¢ tritmpet and shouted: This is
where the coward Regenthaler lives! Come ok down, we'l bust your ass { Wir hauen
dir auf’s Britchen]! The very next day ¥ went to the RFB leader and had the rowdies
expelied. The following pertod | feit as though T was always ranniag the gaantlet,
Because of the constant vilification { aveided the Communists entirely and devated
myself ... exclusively to my girbfriend ... I deliberately avoid my former friends,
because 1 don’t have any inclination any more for political activity and would
probably have 10 expect to be beaten nup one of these days, since I am now accused of
being a Nazi spy.™

Physical violence and its threat were a common currency of social
relations within this section of the Communist movement, as they were in
werking-class life cniside it, and the official attitude of the Party was
ambiguous. One Communist reported that the members of an Unemployed
Detachment had been warned that ‘anyone that didn’t turn for meetings
iwould be] beaten up by his own comrades’, another that he had been
{orced out of the Party because he objected {o his colleagues’ brawling with
other workers at a factory meeting.” In 1928, an article in the journal of
the Communist Youth International criticized the comumon practice of
roughhousing, ‘so-called Rabaukentum’, within the KJVD, whereby older
groups intimidated and interfered with the work of the younger members.
The situation was particularly bad in Wedding, where Rabaukentum was
held to account for the high twmover of membership in the youth
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organizations, At the same time, the articie described the rowdies
themselves as ‘absolufely revoiutionary elements’, whom the movement
could not afford to lose. ™

The ambivalence of the Communist leadership towards roughhousing
reflected the ambiguity of the phenomenon itself. Internal terror might
irrevocably alienate actusl or potential members, bat when practised by a
group that was eohesive and self-confident, it could have the looked-for
disciplinary and integrative effect at the local level. Regenthaler’s case
underfines this. On the one hand, the victim himself was lost to the
movement ; on the other, his former comrades continued to cooperate in
harasging him, in spite of Party sanctions. Moreover, the aspect of public
humiliation in their actions syggests that they were conscious -~ no doubt {o
an exaggerated degree - of speaking for the community at large.

This kind of cohesiveness and seH-confidence depended to a large extent
on the foree of individual personalities. In the section of Kreuzberg around
the Laustézer Platy and Gorlity Station where the unfortunate Regenthaler
lived, the figure to be reckoned with was Otto Singer, a nineteen-year-old
unemployed woodworker’s son. As a KJ organizer, he was inclined to
violent outbursts against opponents, and was ‘because of his strongly
radical attitude ... respected but also feared by hiz comrades’.”™ The
Kampfbund leader in Neukdlln, Hermann Lessing, showed similar quali-
ties; he was notoricus in the neighbourhood for his activism and his
predilection for violence : ‘He really keeps hispeople in Bine ... fyoudon’t go
along with his views, vour're eliminated [raligesteflf] and can’t work in the
orgapization any more.”™ The importance of strong leadership s also
illustrated by examples of failure: When the Fischerkietz group lost #s
leader, the veteran RFB man Alfred Scherlinski, in eady 1931, it began to
crumble and continued to fose members until be returned from prison a
vear later and brought it back to strength.”

Like the ‘clique-bulls’, leaders like these were an asset to the movement in
terms of the survival of the individual group, but the same gualities that
made them eflective made i possible for them to pursue an independent
line. As the campaign to enforce the anti-terror resolution of 1931 revealed,
the authority of the Party leadership over the rank and file was subject to
comtinunous negotiation. When members of the Friedrichshain defence
organization were threatened with expulsion for taking part in the raid on
the Posener Strasse, the organiver of the action had only to point out that
such a measure would wreck the whole of the R] in Friedrichshain and
Lichtenberg in order to force a compromise ; the representatives of the Party
went away promising that they would be expelied if they did it again.™

Beyond the broad margin of negotiation and acquiescence, however,
there were individuals who were able openly to defy Party discipline. This
very often depended on their cepacity te create their own power bases. In
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the plethora of competing organizations many voung people aspired fo lead
independent groups; few succeeded, especially where the organizers’
ambitions went bevond the familiar forms of sociability. Hermann Klein,
Neukélin, joined the Kampfbund and urged his friends to do the same only
after the collapse of his own plans {o form a ‘Social Chub’, in which
Communists and Social Democrats would cooperate in defence against the
Nazis.”” By contrast, Hermann Lessing was the founder of the ‘Kampf-
kolonre Neukdlln’, which be led into the Kampfbund himself, and was
sufficiently certain of the support of his membership to give an aggressive
answer toofficial remonstrances about his violent tectics, In the wordsof an
acquaintance:

te had ali the members behind him. 1929 or 1934 .. the K] ... tried to introduce a
new line in Lessing’s movement. But Hermann Eessing dida’t have any trouble
discouraging ithemn].™

Alred Richter, leader of a Street Detachment in Wedding, had been expelied
from the Party in 1929, taken over the leadership of the (not otherwise
identified} ‘fJugendwechr Wedding®, and been accepted back into the
Communist Jocalin 1932 against the wishes of the Party authorities.,”™ And
the case of Otto Singer brings us back to the world of non-pelitical street
youth. After being expelled from the Party several times, Singer quit and
fourded his own group ~ ‘But this was only for ace lads [knorke Jungen]’.*

The fact that even im the toughest groups leadership could be
elective -by acclamation of the membership in the Fischerkietz, for
example® - anderlines the hnportance of a combination of formal and
informal ties. This appears again when we consider the ways in which
individuals were recruited to the defence organizations. Alongside evidence
of officially organized meetings like those at which the PSS Berlin Mitte and
the Unemployed Detachment in Friedrichshain were founded, there is
testimony to s wide range of less formal styles of affiBiation. In the Hegal
organizations, of course, one-to-one recruiting was the only way to
guarantee security, and the most likely target was & friend or acquaintance,
persaaded to join over a glass of beer or a card game.®2 One former RFB
member claimed that he had been recruited by his cousin, a Kampibund
member that he had been brought in ‘by friends who grew up with me in
the street’. 3 It was said of one of the activists arcund the Alexanderplatz
area that, although he went along on all the actions of the REB local, he had
never been accepted for membership. And several non-members partici-
pated with the Moabit RFB in the action in which Herbert Norkus was
killed. One of them, the son of an REB man, with close ties to the local SA,
was particalarly exhorted to join at the same time a8 he received permission
to take part in the action.%

In these groups there is little or no sign of the formalized internal
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anonymity so strongly urged by the RFB leadership as essential to
conspiratorial work. Arthur Eber testified that he did not know the real
names of four of the thirteen members of the Fischerkietz group who took
partin the shooting of Ewald ; he did, however, know who they were, what
they did, and where they lived. The names by which they, and other
{identified) members of the group were known to each other are not the
cover narnes of espionage and political conspiracy, but the nick-names of
adolescent street-dife: Bubi, Schurlie, Sinalke (the brand-name of a soft-
deink} Tarzan 1, Tarzan I, Ocker, Pickel {(Pimple), Igel {Hedgehog),
Zicke/Zigeuner {Gypsy), Opa {Grandpa) and so on. One of the Neukslin
defendants, who worked In a woodworking factory, was known s
‘Holzkop? (Wooden-Head), another, for less obvious reasons, as ‘Bomme’,
Similar pames appear among young Communists in Priedrichshain and
Lichtenberg.®® Reminiscent of the cliques, and sometimes a relic of past
membership In 2 gang, these nicknames had the function, not of
suppressing the fighters’ identities, but of underlining the individuality of
each while reinforcing his identification with the group.

The material tokens of membership were two: the uniform and/or badge
and the gun. The memoranda of the REB and Kampbund leadership
suggest that the idea of being fully kitied-out in uniform style exercised a
persistent fascination on the membership, which the organizations could
not afford, either legally or financially, to satisfy, The high boots or gaiters,
knee-breeches, and blue peaked caps that recur in descriptions of the street-
fighters probably represent attempts at a makeshift uniform, and the badge,
being stenple and cheap, was still more commonly worn. Attachment to the
uniform was limited by the practical necessities of the fight, however. If
there was a danger of arrest or recognition, even in the move routine kinds
of large-scale actions, merbers would be instructed to leave all badges,
uniform iterns and identity papers at home,%

The gun, on the other hand, had clustered around it all the affects of
popular mythology as well as of revolutionary legend. Since the possession
of firearmms was in itself unambiguously Incriminating, the gun also had the
quality of an entry-pass, if not into a secret society, then into a section of the
Party and the community set apart from the rest by shared mysteries.
Moreover, as violence spiralled, weapons took on an indisputable utility ;
faced with a show-down, unarmed members of & group commonily
pretended to have guns, the bluf! leading sometimes to the desired effect of
frightening their antegonists away and at other times o their being
sertously hurt by better-armed opponents.® Certainly more activists aspired
to having weapons than ever had the chance to handle & gun, but the
statements of members of the violent groups show a preoccupation with
guns that cannot be explained solely in terms of the special interest the
police had in getting information about the arms of the Communist
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organizations. One member of the RFB in Neukdin testified that he had
been recruited with the promise of a pistol, which he received {along with
instructicns for ifs use} within a month of joining. Some streetfighters were
described as having their own guns, or were personally associated with a
particular make or calibre 3

Even where the weapons continued to be retained by the Waffenwart of
the group as a means of binding the membership and controlling its activity,
the tie could be personalized. Thus a member of the Fischerkietz group
reported that most of the group’s weapons, including the one he had used
before his arrest, were ‘property of the organization’: ‘But my weapon is
being well looked after, sirice my brother Bobbi is now a member of the PSS,
sectionn Fischerkietz, and one of the other defendants told me that my
brother now has my gun.’%

In their choice of gathering-places, the defence groups remained within
the range of alternatives proffered by traditional patterns of association : the
Rummelplatz, the local petrol-station, and above all, eapecially for official
purposes, the tavern, Typically, each group had iis own tavern, in which
meetings were held, plans were laid, and the paraphernalia of the
organization - banners, Hags, literature ~ were stored, But the tavern was
not occupied exclusively by the defence group ; workers’ sport and cultural
organizations and Party cells also used it as a base, and others presumably
treated it simply as their ‘local’. * In short, it was part of the neighbourhood
scene, so that the staterment of the landlord of a Communist tavern in the
Nostizstrasse: ‘T don’t much care for my clientele [politically], but T have
to keep my business interests in view’, or a Priedrichshain labourer’s
remark : ‘T knew that Hoffmann’s was a KPD tavern, but I just went there
because Hoffmann is cheaper with his drinks than other places...”, however
disingenuous, were not beyend the range of plausibility. ™

There is a sharp contrast between the picture of the KPDtavern presented
in both Communist literature and documentary sources and the type of the
SA Sturmlokal In the National Socialist Berary tradition, the tavern is
characterized as a bastion and a refuge, radically isolated from the
surrounding comemunity.®? The Communist tavern appears as something
far less purninous. There is no evidence for the existence of dormitories in
Communrist taverns, although, as has been noted, they might be occupied
throughout the night if ar earty-morning action were planned. Nor do the
taverns appear to have been a source of matertal welfare for members of the
defence formations in quite the same way as the SA-barracks. The Red Aid
used tavern premises as soup kitchens for the surrounding neighbour-
hoods, but the case of one of the accused murderers of Horst Wessel, who,
arriving in Berlin without work at the end of 1929, found ‘support’ in the
tavern in the Dragonerstrasse and consequently joined the RFB-section that
called itself SturmabteHung Mitte, does not seem typical.™ Where the



The shape of violence in the netghhourhoods i5

Communist tavern does have the aspect of a fortress, it is that of a guerrilla
force, whose first enemy is the police, The base of the Rischerkietz group was
faceording to one of its members) equipped with hiding-places for weapons,
escape-routes into the surrounding alleyways, and & regular guoand. ™
Usually, however, the image presented, and even cultivated, in the Party-
approved novels was inaocuous to the point of seif-deprecation:

‘The workers of the alley gave the ‘Red Nightingale' a distinet political atimosphere,
something not to be found in usual pubs. This one was more like a Red workers’ club
than anything else, Everybhody knew everybady else, and sirange faces were rarely
seen ... Several Communist ... papers ... hung on. the wall. Above were large notice
boards with photographs belonging to the Workers’ Sport Chubs which met there.. . Hf
you had no meney, or did ot feel like a drink, you just sat there without one, took
part in any discusston that might be going on, or else played cards or chess ..Ona

piece of cardhoard above the piang was a hand-written sign : Dance Sunday night,
Adrnission Free, %

Unofficial sources confinm this image: ‘At Denzer’s we mostly passed the
tirne plaving cards. Of course we discussed the recent political events and
clashes in Berlin and the Reich.’™® The divisions between social and
organizational life are much less elear-cut here than in descriptions of the
SA-taverns,

The tendency to adjust political imperatives to the mmediate and
familiar soclal frame of reference - which sometimes, as in the practice of
internal terror, meant vadically distorting or contravening Party policy - is
further apparent in the arvea of collective and individual attitudes. In their
attitude towards women, for exemple, the fighting groups showed them-
selves very much closer to the pattern of sium life than to the ideal
established by the Party leadership, There is ample evidence of the relative
subordination and disadvantage of women in datly life during this period, in
the working class as in society at large. The male exclusiveness that was
associated with toughness in the cliques reflected not only traditional and
age-specific prejudices, but also a continuing division of iabour between
proletarian men and women. One professional observer, writing in 1932
about the condition of yeung female workers, commented.:

Nowhere is the position of women held in such low esteem asin the profetariat. This
is refiected in ... conditions in the factory and the workshop. But it hag its real origin
in private Iife... Bven little girls complain bitterly, how unthinkingly they are
expected fo sacrifice every free hour for their brothers and sisters or for the
household, Much less ks demanded from a brother of the same age... He is allowed
withoat question to spend Sundays with friends or in clubs. But every possible
cbstacle is placed in the way of girls’ forming ckibs... The woman, even the young
giri, is the beast of burden in the proletarian family.*

The economic and moral survival of the working-class household had
always depended on the labour of its women, very often a double burden of
wage work and housework. The recession, rationalization, and depression



152 Beating the Fascists ?

of the Weimar years, which made the situation of many households more
precarious than ever, may also have tended to increase the differential
befween men’s and women’s contributions in time and effort, as industry
shed male workers more rapidiy than cheaper fernale labour ®8 The effect of
this can only have been to reinforce the view that any energy devoted by
women to public activities was given at the expense of their fundamental
economic responsibilities, The SPD member whose daughter was forbidden
to join the SA] summed up a whole polifical economy when he said ‘she
should stay home and darn socks; that was the right thing for her’™

The society in which the streetfighters grew up offered two kinds of
alternative to women’s subordination. First, there was the tradition of the
working-class movemnent iteelf. The leaders of German Social Democracy
had been among the most consistent proponents of ideas of equality and
partnership between the sexes, in public and private life, since the middle of
the nineteenth century. Akthough opinions differed within the movement
as to the practical meaping and implications of sex equality, and arguments
generally rested on shared assumptions about the appropriateness of
separafe spheres for men and women, the exient to which political principle
coloured the idens about relations between the sexes held by members of the
Sacial Democratic (and later the Communist) subculture shoudd not be
underestimated, The reminiscences of socialists about the inter-war period
reveal that it was thought to be ‘unsoctalist’ to behave towards women in
certain ways, from the exploitative to the sexually irresponsible. Such &
view Hsell implies a largely passive rdle for women, however, and the
socialist parties’ refative neglect of the analysis of relations within the
private sphere left room for such ‘anreconstructed’ attitudes as that of the
5P father cited above,'®

The second alternative to self-effacement that Weimar society offered
girls and women was the Weal of the sexually emancipated and self-
confident ‘working giel’. This ideal was purveyed through the expanding
media of mass entertainment, like the cinema, broadeasting and recorded
rusic that accompanied the eroticized popular dances of the pertod, and
through newly imaginative and aggressive forms of advertising, The
function of the latter was (o generate a market for a new range of cheap
consumer products, The wage-earning woman could buy the cosmetics
which had previeusly been a mark either of wealth or of easy virtue, and
fashionable clothes were placed within her reach by the extensive use of
synthetic fibres - even i most working-class families stifl could not afford
the new labour-saving household devices through which German industry
promised a revolution in the lives of women. The fact that many of these
goods were produced by a feminized imbour force gives edge to the
ambiguity of the resulting image : the woman who was her own mistress, if
oty because she had won the right to decide whose mistress she would be,
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whose independence rested on her permanent subordination to systems of
employment which did not cease to discriminate against women in working
conditions and pay. The socialist parties, where they acknowledged the
appearance of this new woman, locked principally to condemn moral
decline and bourgeofsification ; there was litile recognition of the extent to
which working-class girls benefited in themselves by acquiring a new self-
conscionsness and confidence, still less of the fact that the penetration of the
values of mass consumer culture into the working class were the
complement to the defaulting of socialist analysis in the cultural sphere, ¥1

The girlfriend of one of the Friedrichshain fighters expressed something of
the new spirit, with a staterpent that gains programmatic force from the fact
that it was made in the relatively public context of a police interview. A clerk
whose first name, Bringfriede {‘Bring peace’), epitomized the tragedy of her
generation explatned that she had broken off with “Zicke’ some time earlier,
because ‘The] was always patronizing and tryving to control me’. However,
she continued, ‘Tasked [him] not to stop visiting right away, but tocome to
my parents’ house from time to time, since [ was afraid my mother would
make trouble.” % Thege remarks suggest both the young womar’s own seff
confidence and her consciousness that her attitude to sexual relationships
differed from that of the previous generation. But even if she had not gone
ort to say that she and “Zicke” had ‘never tatked about politics’, the lack of
resonance of that self-confidence in the world of political action - least of all
in the attitudes of male activists - would be sadly evident.

The fact {hat the activities of the streetfighters took place in the context of
pervasive expectations of female passivity ought to warn us against
assuming that the absence of women from official reports or from the dock
necessarily means that they were not involved. In one case, a sort of
vouthful parody of the streetfighting, the woman’s perception of what was
gaing on was guite distinct. A Communist youth group altegedly ‘stormed’
a meeting of a club which included some former members of their
organization, assaifing the renegades with rocks and pitchers of water, Two
of the principal witnesses for the prosecution were girls who belonged to the
club, and one of them stated that it was the female members of the
Communist group whe had led the discussion that preceded the attack. No
girls were arrested. 1 Similarly, stories of women secreting weapons about
their persons and holding them ready for use in Sghis rapidiy entered into
the mythology of streetfighting on both sides. '™

On the other hand, while the number of women involved in presecutions
for violent crimes of all kinds was generally very low, 2% the police were not
ipath to arrest women for most kinds of political offence, including violent
and potentially violent ones, Twenty-six women were arrested during the
events of May 1929 {during which six more were shot dead), sevenieen
during the BVG strike in November 1932.%%% In January 1931, sixteen
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women and six men were arrested for throwing chairs from the gallery
during an NSDAP meeting in Friedrichshain, while, at a Nazt meeting &
vear earfier, where Heinz Neumann spoke, witnesses commented that
“women, obviously Communists, sat in the gallery with large numbers of
ashtrays’ - presumably waiting for the right moment to aim them at the
Nazls below. 9 And in the one recorded case where the police responded to
violent incident by making a sweep of the local Communist and Nazi
taverns, women were not bypassed, although the one woman picked up
{with the Communists] was released at about 2 a.n. without being
interviewed. '°* The numbers of women arrested in such city-wide popular
actions are still very smail in comparison to the total of arrests, but they
offer a striking contrast to the all but total absence of women {except for
mothers, landiadies and girlfriends) from the world of the streetfighters. We
must conclade that neither the politicization of working-class lfe nor the
generations-old criminalization of Cornmunist activities on the part of the
guthorities stopped short &t women. Women were active in Communist
politics but their participation was not uniform throughout the various
spheres of Party Iife. Within the context of the wehrhafter Kampf, they
formed the front line in local crowd actions against both Nazis and the
police, but they were excleded from the day-to-day operations ofthe defence
groups themselves,

This exclusion may be seen as largely unreflected function of the sexual
division of labour and its ideological conseguences. Defence activities were
very demanding on one’s time and energies, and even at their most casual
depended on their participants’ being available in places ke the tavern or
contactable through personal networks that rested on male friendships and
workplace- or labour-exchange-associntions. There is shnply no evidence
about what efforts, If any, rank-and-file women made to break info the
active defence formations. At the same Hime, women in a position to speak
out publicly within the Communist organization, including those who were
entrusted with organizing the women's auxiliaries of such formations as
the RFB, repeatedly complained that women were not being taken
seriously,let alone treated as equals, within the movement. 12 By the middle
of the ‘Third Period’, however, the Commnunist leadership as a whole had
adopted a thoroughly egalitarian line, and the record of attempts to enforce
that ideal throughout the Party makes it clear that the exclusion of women
was a deliberate policy of certain groups among the streetfighters,

During the first year or so of the wefrhafter Kampf, 1929 to 1930,
Conamurist officialdom exhibited a characteristically ambivalent view of
women's réle. The fact that the Roter Franen- und Médchenbund, the
RFB’s feminine auxiliary, was never officially banned reflects a contempt for
the potentialities of a women’s formation shared by the police and the KPD
jeadership, but it might have offered new opportunities for adjusting the
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balance of the sexes within the movement, in the form of relative autonomy
and a relatively greater public role for women. In practice the REMB was
passed over in the rush to create new defence organizations, and its sections
were instriscted to join the Kampfbund at the end of 1930.22° The directives
for the formation of ‘Boys’ and Girls’ Detachiments” to replace the banned
AJG in early 1930 still prescribed a clear differentiation between the
activities of the boys (shooting-practice, athletics, field sports) and those of
the girls (first aid, bali- and hoop-ganes, swimrning).*" For the girls and
women in the Kampibund, however, official literature emphasized that
their tasks were identical with those of men, including the physical fight,
and poured contempt on ¢ *“‘men” who want to conguer the world and are
afraid of organizing women’."** But very early on, the leadership ran up
against principled apposition to any form of cooperation. There is a hint of
this in the report of the directorate of the AJG Berlin-Brandenburg to the
corderence of the federafion in November 1929:

Atthe founding ofthe AJGG ... there appeared in certain organizations the idea _.. that
we are a fighting organization [Wefrorganisation] like the RJ ... In cereain
organizations there was also a number of sertous differences ... over the related
question of whether girks can become members of our organization. Except for the
Neukélin organization and Berlin Mitte, this question was also resolved after
extended discussion, 12

It is interesting that the greatest resistance should have come from two of
the toughest sections of the Commumist organizations and from neighbour-
hoods with very rich legacies of social vielence, and tempting to speculate
that the tension between Herman Lessing and the Neukolln Party was
informed by the fact that the Commuaist Youth leader in Neukdlln was a
wormkan. 2 This was a problem that deeply and persistentiy worried the
Party’s organizers, and they attempied to reform the rank and file both by
appealing {o their own machisme (as above} in re-defining what i was to be
a ‘man’ and by denying them proletarian legitimacy, in terms that couid
only confuse the issue:

Even the wives of our comrades in the neighbourhood will have to be approached. In
the process will be revealed much of the backwardness of comrades who aiways talk
big but at hiome turn out to be red-painted petty-bourgeots, "

11

When we come to consider the political attitudes and motivations of the
streetfighters it is more difficuit to gain a clear picture. Police interrogations
do not ordinarily produce political manifestoes. It is nevertheless worth-
while recording such evidence as there is. This suggests certain com-
parisons with the Party’s own anaiysis of i€s ‘terrorists’ as well as with the
characterizations of other observers.
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Over against the positive image of the RFB man as ‘simuitaneotsly
soldier and politician’, the militant but disciplined fighter for the canse of the
working class, the Party set its own ideal type of the individual terrorist:
yvoung and unschooled, driven to desperation by unemployment, and
haunted by premature expectations of revolutionary apocatypse. There are
traces of both these images in the fighters’ testimonies. The type of the
‘terrorist” that appears in official KPD argument, however, because it
resulted from forcing falrly accurate perceptions of the moed of the rank and
file into the roral, sociclogical and political categories provided by pre-
existing theory, misrepresented both the complexity and the coherence of
Communist violence.

There will be more to say about the age and employment histories of the

streetfighters in the following chapter. As far as the relationship between
unemployment and violence goes, there is no testimony from Berlin to
match the statement reported by the KPD organizer in Hast Prussia: ‘An ...
unemployed man declared guite openly ... that he felt himself compelled to
break windows if he didn’t get any support-money.’ 1% In Berlin, being out
of work meant being avatlable for any daytime or late-night action that
was afoot:
Fritz said ... we had 10 give the Nazis one in the eye, and asked me if | wanted to go
along, At ficst I said [ had something to do in the merning ... He wanted to know
what this was, and [ told him I meant to go ot and find some casual work. Now he
deciared that | could certainly put that off one day.*"?

Unemployment might also provide the spur to political activity as such.
One man, who had quit the RFB after a braw! with members of the German,
Nationalist Party in 1925, explained : ‘Since I had work, I dide’t engage in
any kind of party-political activity any more. Only after | had been out of
work for a while ... did my distress force me to join an organization.’™8
There was equal plausibility in the converse, namely that people would
drop out of the movement because they could not afford to pay dues, and in
general terms it is clear that the relationship between fnancial circum-
stances and loyalty to the Party varted with individual temperament and,
more important, with the character of the local Cormmunist organization.
Nowhere in the Berlin sources do poverty or idleness in themselves appear
as motives for assaults on political opponents, however. This s true in spite
of the fact that the courts were inclined to accept unemployment and
idleness as extenuating circumstances, at least in the case of first
offenders.?*® In fact, it is noteworthy that the motivations offered by the
Aghters themselves were very rarely of the kind calculated to appeal to the
prefudices of the court; their staternents have fo be read as post-hoe
fustifications, but in practice, when not directly exculpatory, they represent
an appeal to ideas of right and justice, both moral and political, prevalent in
the fighters” world.
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Int order fo test the official view that youth, political inexperience or
inadeqeate indoctrination resulting from recent entry into the Communist
organization, and a deviant analysis of the revolutionary perspective, were
constitutive for aggressive violence, it is necessary to consider somewhat
more closely the organizational histories of the streetfighters. Of the 223
activists of 1929-33 who could be shown to be current or former members
of Communist organizations, 141 gave evidence of how long they had been
associated with the movement. Their birthdatesranged from 187410 1914,
The group breaks down as foilows:

Time since first Median year of
contact with KPD Number  hirth

1 month or fess 8 1908409

1 to 6 monghs 11 1908

& months to | year 14 1906409

{ver 1 year 40 1910

REFB/AR] before 1929 67 1906

(RFB/RY since 1924/25) {14}

Total 140 1908

{Sample} (3i8) {1908}

The two last groups show some interesting characteristics. Not surpris-
ingly, the former RFB members as a group were older ; they included most of
those born before 1901, with a median birthdate of 1906. The hard core of
the Fischerkietz group appears here, as do £fteen of the defendants in the
Richardsirasse case, Less predictable is the age distribution among the one-
year-plus-members: they were significantly younger than any other
group, more than half of them having been born in 1910 or later. This
group is dominated by those whose first encounter with the Party wasin the
Comunist Youth during the twenties (most of them in the later years) or
in the AJIG from 1929, Here, too, are concentrated the individuals who
came out of the chiques and the leading personalities Lessing, Singer and
Richter.

The evidence of the two groups taken together is that the predilection for
violence was not necessarily a consequence of lack of exposure o the Party
line, The longest-organized were among the most active in Zusammenstoss-
violence, As in the case of the more colour{ul of the streetfighters, relatively
few of those who described their political careers had acivally maintained
condinuous contact or & constant level of activity within their respective
organizations since first exposure ; one stated that he had been in the KJVD
‘with bnterraptions’ gince 1925, others that they had belonged to the Party
or one of ity auxiiiaries a¢ some time In the past and then dropped out. 3
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Nevertheless, anyone who had travelled in Communist circles for a year or
more had had #me and occasion to learn and digest the XP1)'s policies. In
thislight, the peculiarities of attitude that made the streetfighters act as they
did appear the resuit less of ignorance than of seiective listening.

it is in the analysis of what the fighters were listening for that the age
structure of the sample becomes interesting. Clearly, vouth was not a
necessary precondition for militant violence, any more than it was
necessarily linked {o organizational inexperience. The hard core of
relatively experienced milifants comprised a significant number of mature
men, ‘old hands', as well as the predictable group of yonthful activists.
What appears from a distance to be a single phenomenon emerges, on
closer inspection, as an amalgam of the violence of two generations, each
deviating in particular ways and for particular reasons from the idest of the
disciplined cadre. Scholars who have found 2 stmilar dual pattern reflected
in their interviews with former KPD members oniside Berlin have
distingnished between the older worker, the ‘Tatmensch’ or “man of the
deed’, faithful to the Party but impatient with political debate and given to
actions that did not always have the official blessing, and the Communist
youth whose whole political experience was in the fight against fascism and
repressiors, The latter i characterized by attitudes that we have already
recognized among the streetfighters: an ‘emphasis on common yvouth and
comradeship” and a “strong bond with the social context of the neighbotr-
hood’. 22 In teyms of their relationship to the Party, the difference between
the two generations of militants might be described as one between those
who saw the Party as the engine of a historic revolutionary movement and
who, by virtue of their own active rdle in the earlier struggles of the
mevement, had no doubt that they were the Party, and those who espoused
the cause of the KPD because and so long as the Party offered to support
them in their own battle against a series of immediate threats to their way of
tife.

it would be a mistake to draw too sharp a distinction between the two
types. Previous chapters have already argued that for many being 2
Communist was ifself part of a way of lie that embraced all age.groups;
conversely, the response of some Communist Youth groups to the anfi-
terror resolution constituies a formal acknowledgment of the lepitimacy of
Party discipline, however sardonic. As older and younger workers met and
enoperated, both within the defence groups and in other areas of dsily iife,
there was considerable opportunity for those who had taken part in the War
and the post-War revolutionary battles to pass on their experiences and
expectations {o those who had not. Within the working.class household,
too, there was room for communication as well as conflict between the
generations, Evidence on the relationship between the fighters” political
views and those of their parents reveals a range of pessible forms of
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influence, some positive and seme negative. Of the nine men for whom stich
evidence exists {including four involved in the Pharas-Sile ineident of 1927
and one in the alleged attack on the Lichtenberg scout-group desecribed
ahove), three were the sons of active Comymunists ; one stated that he had
joined the USPD after the War on the advice of his father, who was an SPD
member, and moved on fo the Commaunist movement at the end of 1920;
one had moved away from home because his father was an SPD
functionary, while it was simply said of four others that their parents
disapproved of Communist activities.’ Finaily, there was one crucial
political event in the lives of the Berlin working class that both the youngest
and the oldest of the streetfighters had experienced : the assauit by the police
on proletarian neighbonrhoods in May 1929, which both raised a new
threat of open repression and prefigured the renewed incursions of the
Nazis.

Like the spontanecus popuiar movement for seifdelence and the
activities of the RFB on that occasion, the particular interests of the younger
activists and the ‘old hands’ in the wehrhafter Kampf can be seen ax
complementary. On the question of how the struggle would be fought, for
example, sach group had aceess to ideological and organizational resources
which Tacilitnted the development of violenee angd terror. Those whose
concerns ang actions were dictated hy their bond with the neighbourhood
and their relative nearness, in ferms of cumulative practical experience, to
the pre-political elements of “street culfure’, drew from that culture the
acceptance of physical violerce as a means of resolving conflicts and of the
male gang as the form in which collective interests were represented and
power organized. To this more experienced Communists could, if they
chose, add the skills and technology of inswrrectional training and a
paramikitary ethos.

Why the fighters should have enade the decision to implement the forms
of violence to which they had access is a different question, and one that
brings us back to the theme of their politica analysis. Broadly speaking, the
peculiarities of attitude of the streetfighters consisted not in an nnorthodex
analysis, but rather in the lack of any articulated political rationale. In this
the men represented here confirm the image of the politically indifferent
“soldier’ presented by contemporary observers and memoir-writers. One
avowed Kamptbund member even described himself as ‘apolitical’.22* They
were sufficiently committed to the cause to know which side they were on,
but in the context of the fight against the SA their stance reflected
immediate personal experience rather than political deliberation. It is in this
sense that the streetfighters as a group mighi be betier described as
‘Tatmenschen” or even fechnicians than as soldiers.'® But in the realm of
metivation, as in that of means, there are differences between the older and
the younger fighters.
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The most detailed and coherent statement about the general political
situation provided by the docurnents is to be found in Anton Krause’s letter
to his wife from prison, Krause was not especially old, having been born in
1900, but by the 1930s he was already a leading fipure in the local
Communist movement and an established member of the community, a
skilled metalworker with five children. He had been a member of the REB
since its founding, and before his arrest for involvement in a shoot-out in
1932 had distinguished himself by the judicious use of force in the political
arena. In early 1930 he was convicted of having led a group of armed men
who forced their way into one of the Moabit polling-stations during the
plebiscite against the Young Plan and destroyed the electoral register. 125
Embedded between an account of his life in gaol and aflectionate
exhortations to his wife and children, his remarks are the clearest statement
we have of the perspective of the older militants:

... How is everything otherwise out there in the movement ¢ All quiet. Thanks to the
Raster Truace !Burgfrieden - the ban on political activity decreed by the Reich
President] you can hunt Easter eggs and pick flowers undisturbed. Oh boy, it makes
vou wanf to shif when you see Mr XXXX’s Punch and Judy show ... Workers’ blood
is going to flow again in Braunschweig. Just itke at the last march there. But the
blood will be on the head of those who abet these gangs ..And the ‘Leaden Front’
still takes the liberty of talking abont the ight against fascism. Hell. And where’s Mr
Groener’s Reichswehr and Severing’s Schupo ? They certainly did well in Saxony in
1923, But then it was against the revolutionary workers, who were beaten back just
as bleodily as the proletariat in Central Germnany in 1930, The recentt events in the
Waldstr. show how fresh the Nazis are getting. ¥ the whole working class fsn’t
vigifant, the events in the Hebbelstrasse {Sturm 33) will repeat themselves in
Moabit. Only 2 commeon front of all workers can stand up to this gang. We were all
giad in here when we read that the roadworkers fought off that attack in frue
profetarian fashion. The shop-woman who was shot at and the shopkeeping petty
bourgeoisie in the Waildstr. now have a perfect example of how it looks in the Third
Reich. Maybe these people, who mostly vote for the Nazis, will have their eyes
opened now. What does Max say ¢ His shop is just across the road from there, he
should put the sardine tins under the counter, otherwise he'll have the sauce
running out through the bullet-holes. Il bet the old boy howled. What does the
police do ? Regulates traffic. You can’t just close down the Nazi-shop. Of course, ifit
were Max’s shop, or Theo's, it would long since be shat up tight, What does the
Reichshanner have to say ? Sits in the tavern: and carries or the fight against fascism,
Landlord, arother pint ... Our song, the one that’s most ofien sung and whistled
arcund here, is: Someday the day will come when we take our harsh revenge,, 126

Krause’s letter expresses the rage that the Communist leadership identified
in the rank and file, but without the despair that was assumed to go withit.
Fach of the elements of KPD orthodoxy is interpreted in terms of the physical
fight, but the confrontation with the Nazis is seen in g historical perspective,
in its relation to other moments of violent repression of the labour
movement as well as to the certainty of resurgence and retribution.
Krause's anger is structured and directed by a lved inswrrectionary



The shape of violence in the neighbourhoods 16l

tradition, and the moral authority achieved through participation in that
tradition in turn legitimizes his own practice of vioklence, makes it possibie
for him to use Party expressions like ‘in true proletarian fashion’ to describe
actions of the kind that the Party officiaily condemned. For older militants
like Krause, the onsfaught of the Nazis, as dangerous as it was in itsell,
underiined many more familiar problems : the ¢ynicism and partiality of the
police, the supineness of Social Democracy, the betrayal of the workers by
their own petty-bourgeois neighbours and petential allies. The acutely
menacing character of the current situation could thus be seen in the light
of a conjunciure of traditional challenges, a replay of previous revolution-
ary situations - aithough the ‘cld hands® * historical memory might at the
same time prompt them to react to the actions of police and Nagzis since
1929 as a new challenge to the traditionat sovereignty of the working class
in ifs own neighbourhoods.

In the testimeny of the younger men, the sense of threat is more
immediate and more radical. They cannot have escaped the impact of the
cumulative political and economic pressures that simuitaneously reinfor-
ced the Nax movement and dissolved the bases of socialist politics; if
anything, the hostility of police and other state agencies, the antagonism of
local tradespeople, the sudden and arbitrary denial of access to their
accustomed pubs and gathering-places must have been: felt more keenly by
those whose experience and affections were largely bounded by the
neighbourhood. When young militants talked about the Nazis, however,
they did not speak of the social conditions that gave the SA its opporfunity ;
rather, what they saw was the progressive penetration of an alien and
openly inimical movement intc every aspect of daily iife. Asked why they
had joined defence organizations or taken part in violent actions, the
fighters testified that they or their friends had been attacked by SA-men.1??
In 1929 Arthur Bittcher was arrested for distributing leaflets bearing the
slogan, ‘Schlagt die Nazis, wo Thr se trefft . He pleaded self-defence, claiming
that KJ members had ajready been attacked by SA-men: ‘T hold the view
that the Young Comrnunists absolutely must defend themselves against the
attacks of the National Socialists.” His plea was not recognized by the
cowrt. 122 Of another Communist Youth member it was reported : ‘He is full of
energy and has declared that he won’t let anvbody take away his right to
walk on the strest.”1®

Hihe fighters were aware of the ideokogical content of National Socialism,
this awareness was not apparent In the remarks they made in the course of
the fight. Fascism as such is mentioned only in the context of slogans like:
‘Schilagt die Faschisten? or ‘Beath to the Fascists1'#% Otherwise, the Nazls
appear as a disruptive element in family, communify and Party relation-
ships. One man left the Communist organization when his brother joined
the SA, another was expelled because he had a friend who was a Nazt 3!
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The only mention of characteristic National Socialist attitudes comes in the
statement of Alfens Reichhardt, brother-in-law of Willl Norig, one of the
Fischerkietz activists, and int a highly personaiived context: he voiced his
suspicion that a member of the local SA whom he had known for some ten
vears had recently become distant and hostile because Noris was half-
Jewish, 132

This reflects in part the situations in which the streetfighters’ comments
were made, at the police station or in the heat of battie, and the game raight
be said of the evidence concerning the men’s consciousness of KPD policy.
The reports of police informers show that the members of the defence
organizations were fairly regularly subjected to lenpthy expositions of the
current Party analysis at their meetings, and some of the streetfighters,
when pressed, could remember the content of those speeches. 133 But in most
cases their practical awareness of political issues outside their immediate
sphere was largely confined to vivid images. These included the names of
piaces where major incidents of SA terror had occurred, like Braunschweig
and Poternpa. In addition, the picture of Soviet Russia, one of the traditional
rallying points of the RFB, was especially potent in contrast te the unending
wretchedness of Depression Germany. One of the participants in the
(Gneisenaustrasse shooting testified that he had joined in the action because
‘T had been told in the Party that I might be sent to Russia as soon as | had
proved myself by taking part in a major action.” Skmilar motives influenced
one of the other guomen in that case, as well as one of the defendants in the
Richardstrasse case. Al three were disappointed. One had ‘differenices with
the Organization’ in Stalingrad, where he had been assigned to work in a
munitions factory, and made his way back to Berlin via the German
consulate, another returnad to spread the word about how badly he and
other Germans had been treated in the USSR, and the third apparently
slipped out of Russia just inn time to avoid a prosecution for sabotage. '™

Fhe fighters occasionably paid their respects to the axis of KPD policy, by
making menticn of the united front or, more often, giving vent like Anton
Krause to their contemnpt for the Reichishanner, But on the whole Social
Democrats are surprisingly absent from the scene, whether in person or as
objects of political speculation. There are among the Prosecutor's files cases
of viokence between Social Democrats and Commugists, including sponta-
neous clashes growing out of demonstrations and propaganda actions at
election time, and the mobbing of Reichsbanner men who attempted to help
embattied police and SA-men, as well as explicit acts of intimidation and
revenge. "% There is also evidence of clashes of all kinds between Reichs-
banner militants and right-wing organizations. 1*® At thislevel of document-
ation, however, it appears that the counter-terror of KPD and SPD forces,
where not directed at each other, remained largely separate.

Fhe one item of KPD policy of which there are echoes in these documents
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is the anti-terror resolution of November 1931, Ag early as mid-October
193} Hermann Lessing, questioned about the Richardstrasse case, was
declaring that he had always opposed violence. By the end of November the
‘approved’ Party language had already begun to appear, asin the statemert
of another Kampfbund member in the same case: ‘T wourld personaily not
have gone along with such an action, because [ reject acts of terror as a
matter of course,” ¥ Interviews carried out in the wake of the two attacks on
Schineberg SA taverns the following June revealed a range of aftitudes to
violence in the circles with which the culprits associated. Thus a former AJG
member boasted:

En miy chrcle of friends it was said that the business was ace {knorke], and Ftake the
same view. The Nazis have also gunned down 2 whole bunch of us .. Iam notin &
position 1o say anvthing about who did it, and if I did know, I woulkd hold my peace
anyway. !

while another KPD sympathizer reported more circamspectly:

... Among us, the general opirsion prevailed that the reason for the clashes, the lifting
of the ban on the 8A, is largely to blame for them ... I myself did not regard the
shooting-raid as correct and hold the view that, when an action is undertaken, it
should a¢ least happen in large masses. Other comrades, however, regarded the deed
as good and even said, a lot more should have happened, they should have thrown
bembs and hand-grenades in. 3

Signs of tension between the fighters and the leadership over the resolufion
may be seen in the cases of Otto Polle and Bruno Hermann. Pohle claimed
to have quit the Kampibund in November 1931 ‘because I didn’t like it
there any more’, and was expelled from the XPD a few months later
‘accused of subverting the Kampfbund’.'¥ Hermann left the KPD and
probably the RFB as well in 1932 ‘because | had arguments about the fact
that the Party sends its members into the firing-line in a senseless way.”1*

y

The sense of hetrayal that informed the conflict over the Novernber
resolution iflustrates how heavily the collective values of solidarity and
good faith weighed against the political imperatives of adherence to an offi-
cial ne or allegiance to an impersonat Party organization. In the cases of
Individual streetfighters the tension between the two has a particular
poignancy ; for many of them their very appearance in the documents is a
sign that both systems had broken down. The organization had turned Hs
back on them, and they were ready to reject and even betray their former
comrades. In a badiy spelled letter from gaol one of the Richardstrasse
defendants declared his withdrawal from the Kampfbund

Go ahead and show the letter to Comd. Anton, cause Pm quitting your group Fve
rothing to fose you: just despise me and why should | come to your meetings, Dear
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Cde. Richard the hearing’s coming up if [ am acquitted I resignate the organization
working with you, cause you'l never make it to & Red United Front and that youw’d
leave me to rot I’d never have believed.™?

The combination of official and unofficial languages here is a telling
reminder of the constant interpenetration of local and personal values with
the world of symbols and values provided by the Party. Even the Fischerkietz
sotivigt, Arthar Eber, who had been in the movement since jeining the Riin
1925, took his inside information to the police after he had spent half & year
ir1 prison for the shooting of Ewald. The Party’s lawyers had not been able to
save hiny, and the men who had actuaily done the shooting had failed to
come forward, as Eber expected, and prove his innocence .t

This interpretation of solidarity in affective terms, like the personalization
of leadership, was largely, though not exchisively, characteristic of the
younger streetfighters. At their arrests in 1931 the Neukdlln Kampfbund
member was seventeen, Arthur Eber at twenty-four one of the youngest of
the Fischerkietz group. Fer them, the “protetarian comradeship’ that rested
on friendships formed in the neiglthourhood was at least as real as the
dermands of national politics. But the kinds of personal and collective self-
sacrifice that that kind of comradeship implied ran counter not merely to
some arbitrary notion of Party discipline but also to the perfectly rational
requirement of the organization that no more members should be hurt,
imprisoned or otherwise endangered than could help it. By couching ifs
objections in terms of moral absolutes and blind loyalty, however, the Party
did little o discourage distlusion and defection. When two of the Sghters
who had been helped to escape to the Soviet Union returned and went to the
Berlin headquarters of the Party to register their protests about the way
German “‘political refugees’ were treated there, they were received with the
declaration ‘that the way was open to us to go over o the Anti-bolshevist
Front”. Thereupon one of them took his story to the National Soctalist
press.

The most radical action that a Comrmunist could take in turning against
the Party was to join the opposite camp. The files on the Berlin streetfighters
provide some insights into the often mentioned but little discussed
phenomenon of membership fluctuation between Communtst organiz-
ations and the 8A. On the basis of these # is possible to offer a hypothesis as
to the significance of such fluctuation and itg place in the world of the
streetfighters,

Broadly speaking, the change of allegiance in either direction before
1933 was exceptionsl in relation to the masses who took up and
maintained positions behind the party lines. At the same time, however, it
was by no means unheard of and within certain circles it appears almost
commonplace. Nor is this surprising, given the compefitive element in
radical politics during these years. Both Communist and National Socialist
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propaganda combined the preaching of an absolufe opposition of interests
between the two camps with vigorous atternpts at mutual recruitment, and
the fghiing formations were the focus for both sets of arguments. The
consequence of thig is that, while i would in fact be surprising ¥ crossovers
did not cccur, any single case, viewed in ideologieal terms, takes on a
symbolic significance far beyond its numerical weight or possible political
consequences, In the absence of conchusive docurnentation on the total
numbers involved in this Kind of fluctuation, the ambivalence of the parties
themselves must be taken into account when the {still relatively isolated)
testimony of Communist, SA and police observers is weighed, %8

The expression ‘exceptional but commonplace’ is particularly appro-
priate to streetfighiing circles in Berlin. Among the personalities who
appear in the cases surveyed for the period 1929-33, there were eight
Communist fighters and four National Socialists, antagonists and wit~
nesses, whose pre-1933 careers included a change of party. The testimeny
surrounding the bloody battle at Lichterfelde-Ost in 1927 provides
four additional cases.** This number is significant in contrast to the lone
KPD activist whoe claimed to have come from the Reichsbanner, but i is
quite small in comparison 1o the size of the sample, and offers no firm basis
for generalizations. Nevertheless, one or two points may be made about
conscious motives,

The first concerns a claim made by the Communist leadership itself, that
there was a wave of ‘emigration’ to the SA after the banning of the RFB in
May 1929.%" The present survey has been directed towards the Communist
fighters rather than the Nazis and must therefore be even less representative
of this side of the fluctuation. The evidence of 1927 alone shows that, in
Charlottenburg at least, the process was already well in train guite early.
The two caszes that we have of men who left the RFB in 1929 and
subsegnently joined the SA, however, suggest a slower development. One,
the former Communist cited above as maintatning that “distress” compelied
him to resume his political activity, joined not the KPD bt the SA - but
only in Angust 1932, The second joined at theend of 1931, and stated, ‘My
political conversion is o be explained solely by the influence of my wife.”
‘Fhese two are balanced by one Kampfbund and one former AJG member,
both of whom came to the Commumnists from the Hitler Youth aronnd 1929,
Perhaps the KPD1eadership’s perceptions, first stated publicly and explicitly
in the summer of 1932, reflect a projection of current anxieties into the
earlier situation.

If the change became easier with the passage of time and growing
famikiarity, it is equaily clear that the line between parties was only one of
many possibie parameters of social commitment, and by no means the most
compelling. The lines of personal and economic interest, themselves
constantly subject to re-evaluation in the lght of changing conditions,
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crossed it at several points, as Comumunists and National Socialists shared in
the life of the neighbourbood. Cases in which friends or brothers belonged to
difierent parties have already been cited, and a young man who had been
caught up in the fighting in Xreuzberg reflected the sense of an ideological
free-for-all when he stated: “Yeung people whom I know have invited me to
joirz the SA as well as the KPD, but [ have always refused.” ¥

The effects of propinguity were reinforced by shared economic distress.
The crossovers included an office worker, a housepainter, a bricklayer, a
shoemaker, a machinist, a fitter, a smith, two drivers, and six
‘workers” - eight of whom declared themselves to be anemployed. While
we do not have direct evidence of financial advantages accraing to changes
of allegiance as such, several individual careers show that in the shadows of
a civil war, those with access to such coveted and costly Hems a8 guns or
even information could easily be tempted into collaboration with the
enemy. The results of this kind of activity in turn are not eagily distinguished
from the mutual planting of spies and provocateurs which also contributed
something to the incidence of fluctuation, '™

Significantly, another quality that the renegades shared was their youth.
Two each were born in 1901 and 1902, one cach in 1904 and 1905, four
in 1909, three in 1912 and two in 1913, Not only some of the voungest,
but also some of the toughest of the streetfiphters fall within this group:
Hermann Lessing joined the SA during the trial in the Richardstrasse case,
and was subject {o repeated attacks from Communists on that account. 'S A
particularly extreme case is represented by one of the 1927 defendants, the
type of the paramilitary adventurist whe was, however, too young to go to
war. For him, a spefl in the Roter Wanderring briefly interrupted a right-
wing career which had led him (he claimed} from the Freikorps to the SA by
way of several protofascist organizations and the army.?? One of the
defendants in the Felseneck clash was a former member of the Horst-
Wessel-Sturm of the 8A, and said that be had moved to the Kampfbund *out
of a sense of justice’, after several arrests for attacks on Communists. %3

In fact, in spite of such maxims as ‘no way back {0 the working class’ or
the policy formula offered in Schonstedt’s novel: ‘i we do it right, we can
win them back. If we hear that they have takes part in attacks on workers,
then we'll freat them as fascist.’'* - viclence did not necessarily reinforce
the fronts. As the party propagandists calculated, it might even weaken
them, One converted SA man told his former comrades that he fnally went
over to the Communists because he was always being attacked and beaten
up at the labour exchange.?*s Here, where violence has not only replaced
argument bui taken over some of its functions, may be seen the most
extreme consequence of mobHizing the nexus of youth, disaffection, affinity
to the personal and social congest, and atiachment to the ferms of action
and organization generated within it
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Who were the streetfighters?

It remains to examine the lives of the streetfighters as a group, and io
consider how the personal, social and economic conditions reflected therein
may have influenced their actions. My concern here is less fo speculate
about the fighters’ states of mind than to catalogue the evidence of their
‘objective’ circumstances, but the guestion of motivation is never very far
away. We are bound to &y and guess what it is that links the secial
circumstances which we can describe 1o the actions that we know, if only
because the evidence on the streetfighters” Hves provides a valuable test of
previous observers” attempts to relate political attitudes and social con-
ditlons. Three such approaches have to be confronted. The Hrst, the
conviction of the KPD leadership that the Party’s “terrorist’ element was
made up of socially and politically marginal men, and particularly of the
unemploved as such, has already been addressed in the previous chapter. It
shares with the second, the view that widespread poilitical violence
represents an outbreak of irrational bekaviour in direct response to material
distress, a tendency to define the streetfighters and their actlons in pegative
terras. Becatise they were not mature, employed, thoughtful, intellectuatly
or industrially schooled, because they had ne place in a system that was
itself not functioning very well, they acted in politically and socially
unacceptable ways. The data presented in this chapter effer a simple answer
to this view. What we have here is not a free-floating mass of deprivation
and frustration but a group of people with very distinct, ¥ not unam-
Miguous, sodcial and cccupational features. To be sure, material distress and
uncertainty are visibie or implicit in the economic situation of most of the
fighters, but in most cases it is apparent that the same circumstances that
generated a need or a grievance affected the means of redress available. The
focus on specific aspects of people’s lives makes it possible to econsider
viclence as a means of coping with real problems rather than - or at any
rate as well as - a reflex of social or psychic imbalance.

The third approach, or set of approaches, is more problematic, both in
itseif and in its possible application {o the analysis of the streetfighters. This

167
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is the study of the determinants of “working.class radicalism’. In the context
of that discussion, what has emerged as a major talking.point and
complicating element is the qitestion of defining or identifying radicalism,?a
guestion of clear importance to the characterization of the streetfighters.
Broadly speaking, participation in the wehrhafter Kampf may be described as
a radical activity in that it ordinarily reflected allegiance to a party which
can be unequivocally defined as radical in #ts stated opposition to both
capital and the state. Moreover, fighting the Nazis nsually meant breaking
the law and always meant rejecting the power and legitimacy of the pablic
forces of order, and, again, the propaganda of the Communist Party
orovided a public and repeated definition of if in just those terms. Thus the
streetfighters” actions were politicaily radical in the context of the bourgeois
state, and aiso involved a form of behaviour (i.e. physical violence} which
bourgeois culture avoided and condemned in everyday life.

Viewed in the context of working-class life and of the Efe of the Party, the
activities of the streetfighters tuke on a8 more ambiguous political and moral
colouring. The Party line was never simply a touchstone of foyalty ; it often
reflected & fairly realistic assessment of the effectiveness of certain tactics in
the light of wider political considerations, so that we need te ask seriously
whether the actions of the streetfiphters, where they contravened Party
policy, reflect a more radical position than that of the Party leadership
(because of the exireme nature of the actions themselves} or whether they
can be better described {and here it is difficult fo avoid adopting the
leadership’s terms) as defensive, hence apoiitical, and counter-productive
to the inplementation of radical policies. Moreover, it must be remembered
that although the wehrhafter Kampf unquestionably represents & form of
working-class action, it can be only indirectly related with the classic and
essential forms of working-class radicalism, namely those that occur in the
sphere of industrial organization and action.

Since the evidence of the preceding chapter has already indicated that at
Jeast two different kinds of ights were going on within the wehrhafter Kampf,
it is probably most usefiy] to accept the insight of one of the more original of
recent writers on this subject, Erhard Lacas, Lacas has studied two kinds of
working-class oppositional activity, each with its own type of programme,
style of action and {accordingly}its own determinants in the daily industrial
and social life of its participants, and does not hesitate to name each of these
a form of radicalissn.* We should not be surprised if we find in the
streetfighters’ lives evidence of a variety of circumstances conventionally
viewed as consiifutive of different kinds of radicalism. But the question of
fust what is pecnliar, and peculiarly radical, abowt streetfighting will recur
again and again as we consider the characteristic social features of the
fighters as a group and compare them with the adherents of other, more or
fess radical sections of the Communist and labour movements, with



Who were the streeifighters? 169

participants in other forms of militant action, and with the community at
large.

While the answers thus provided to the more general questions of
motivation are no fess ambiguous than in the preceding chapters, the
process of analysts is made somewhat easier in this chapter by the state of
the evidence. The form on which the statements of prisoners and witnegses
were taken down by the police inciuded entries for place and date of birth,
parents’ names, occupation, religion, marital status and number of
children, if any. Statements regarding previous arrests were ordinarily
checked against the police records, extracts from which were included in
the prosecutors’ files. In addition, biographicai information not volunteered
in the course of interrogations was often provided by social workers in the
employ of the court or the appropriate Local Authority. In the case of
juventle offenders, officers of the Legal Ald section of the local Youth Bureau
were rowdinely reguired to report on the circumstances of the defendant and
the background to the case.? [n some cases, it has also been possible to
cordirm or supplement information through reference to the Berlin city
directories. It is thus possible {with certain reservations, which wili be
pointed out where appropriate) to build up a fairly comprehensive and
consistent picture of what sort of people the streetfighters were.

The study is based on the lives of 218 men, from seventeen of the twenty
districts of Berlin. The districts are represented as follows:

Neukdlln (14) 83
Kreuzberg (6) 46
Wedding (3) 36
Steglitz {12) 26
Tiergarten (2) 24
Friedrichshair (%) 21
Schineberg {11) 21
Mitte (1} i9
Treptow {15} 16
Képenick (16} 10
Reinickendorf {20} &
Tempethof {13) 4
Spandau {8} 2
Prenzlaner Berg {(4) 1
Charlottenburg (7) 1
Wilmersdorf (9} 1
Weissensee (18) 1

The process of selection of the cases was such that the distribution of the
fighters by neighbourhoods cannot be certainly said to be representative of
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the totality of left-wing participants in Zusammenstoss-violence.* Neverthe.
less the predominance of working-class neighbonrboods is clear, as might
have been expected, and this extends to the fighters’ locations within
socially mixed districts as well. The bulk of the Schéneberg men, for
example, lived in the ‘Rote Insel’ or surrounding streets ; two-thirds of those
who lived in the Tiergarten district hailed from Moabit, while the rest
inhabited the most southerly corner of the district, on the edpe of the ‘Rote
Ingel’.

Occupations

a. Occupational structure of the somple

Accordingly, it may not seern surprising that the ocoupational structure of
the group is dominated by manual weorkers in crafts, industry and
transport, although the disproportion, in comparison with the working
popnlation of Berlin in 1933, is very striking. (It has been assumed in every
case that men engaged in ocenpations with craft tifles were waged workers
rather than petty propriefors. This assumption makes it possible to proceed
with broad comparisons of occupation, though it may lead to digtortions in
the assessrnent of statius) Aeccording to the census of that year, waged
manual workers represented just over 85 per cent of the economically
active male population of Berlin ;* among the streetfighters, the 220 men
engaged in industry, crafts and transport represent more than 93 percent of
the 237 specifying an occupation. The non-industrial trades named by the
streetfighters include clerical and office lohs, both relatively skilled {such as
hookkeeping} and menial (messengers and office-boys}, commercial active
ities inchuding helping in shops and independent sales {whether as
shopkeepers, assistants or street-vendors is not clear), gardening, work in
entertainment and catering, and barber-shop work. In considering the
range and distribution of cccupations among the street-fighters, thig
chapter will concentrate on the manual and industrial trades so heavily
represented among the fighters.

On the whole, the range of eccupations represented by the streetfightersis
fuirly representative of the spectrum of manual trades in Berlin. Male
workers in the fighters’ occupations made up just ender 81 per cent of al
mmale workers in Berlin in 1933. In order to assess the distribution of trades
within the sample, which involves comparison between the sample and the
census of 1933, it is necessary to subfract from the total the eighty-two men
whe described themselves simply as “worker® (*Arbeiter’). The problem of
alocating this group illustrates very clearly the problems associated with
this sort of evidence. I it is assumed that the groug of *workers® corresponds
to the censns category of (unskilled) “Labourers’ {*Arbeiter’), then unskilled
workers appear to be drastically overrepresented in the sample. The stim of
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this group and of those classed as ‘Other Workers’ - unspeciatized and
unskilled - in the census (Table 1) represents forty-seven per cent of the
sample after non-industrial occupations have been subtracted, while “‘Other
Workers® comprised only about a quarter of male workers in Berdin. That
assumption is itself precarious, however. On the one hand, a worker might
not ordinarily be expected to suppress the fact that he belonged to a
respected and destrable (skilled) trade - and the analysis of standard
cccupational surveys usually proceeds on the assumption that actual
oceupational stabus is more likely to be lower than implied by the stated job-
title than higher.® But our sample is not the result of a standard survey; it
reflects the peculiar context of the police interrogation-room and the
political fight. The man who characterizes himself as a ‘worker’ or, more
eloguently, ‘a worker without work’, may be moved by defiance or
reticence before the police, or he may be making a political statemendt.
Thus, while one interviewee described himself as a ‘machine-fitter, now
worker®, deliberately distingnishing his learned frade from his present,
presumably unskilled, occupation, another, an active Communist, stated to
the police that he was a ‘worker’, and was only later named as an
apprentice bricklayer. Because of the danger of distortion volved in
taking the label at s face value, only those men have been counted
as unskilled labourers among the ‘Other Workers” whose description
of themselves as such could be confirmed by reference to the Berlin
city divectory or the court records. When the eighty-two “workers” are
removed from the sample, the proportion of ‘Other Workers' in the
remaining sample of 220 fighters engaged in industry, crafts and trans-
port -inclading packers and warehousemen, furnace tenders, factory
and machine workers and other unskilled operatives as well as building-
site labourers {Bauarbeiter) and transport workers {Transporiarbeiter} -
approaches more nearly their representation within the workiorce at
large.

At the same time, the peculiarities of distribution of the other
occupations are magnified. The other occupations listed represent, so far as
it is possible o know on the basis of testimony and material in the
prosecutors’ files, the most highly specialized trade ever practised by the
individaal in guestion. In the vast majority of cases, all we have is a simple
statement of job-title, but in the few cases where training and employment
histories were given a rule of thumb was applied such that the ‘machine-
fitter, now worker’ mentioned above was counted under the machine-
fitters, the glazier who had resorted to lorry-driving in 1929 as a glazier,
because they had at obe time practised their respective trades, while the
labourer who had seeved a butcher's apprenticeship but never taken the
fourneyman’s test, and the deliveryv-boy and window-cleaner whe had
gone through apprenticeships in the ruetal trades but never practised those
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Table 1. Occupations

Sample Berlin

Occupationst Number Apprenfices Unemployed® — %¢ ) 1

Mesal Trades

A Moulder? 5 3 2.3 0.5 .4
Smith 7 7 3.2 N 0.4
Copperstaith 1 3 3.5 .1 a1
Machine-fitter? & | 2.7 3.8 3.1
Other fiteers? 21 H i1 9.5 6.2 5.0
Electrician 1 1 0.5 3.1 0.9
Toolmaker 3 2 14 i8 i 8.4
Mechanic 2 1 0.9 3.0 24
Pipefitter and sheet-metal* 5 3 2.3 2.4 LY

B: Brassworker {€irtler) A 2 .9 03 0.2
Assernbler 2 I 09 24 1.9
Machine operator® 4 % 1.8 2.6 1.6
Turner 2 P 09 FAY 1.6
Other” 4 2 1.5 0.5 0.4

Construction Trades

Al Brickiayer 13 3 7 5.6 27 2.2
Carpenter 4 & 1.8 L2 6.9
Cther? 5 4 23 10Lg 0.8

B: Palnter and varnisher 9 4 4.1 3.0 24
Other? 4 i LB .9 G.7

Woodworking

A: joineri® 8 7 16 4.2 34
Other?? 3 1.4 0.6 6.5

B: Operative!? 2 1 69 0.5 6.4

Food Frades

A: Skifledt L} 1 2 3.6 4.9 39

B: Patry-hand 2 1 0.9 Gl a.1

Clothing Trades

A Tatlor 4 2 18 30 2.4
Othert 2 2 0.9 1.1 0.9

(Other Industry and Crafis

A Ceramic?® 2 1 0.9 6.3 0.2
Printing'? 3 2 1.4 3.5 29
Saddler 1 1 0.5 0.4 0.4

B: Facharbeiter of uncertain states®® 4 3 1.8 1.8 4

¢ (iher workers (Total: 603 (32 273 (31.3y  {23.2)
Transportarbeiter 4 1
Censtruction iS5 8
(thert® &1 23

Transport

B: Driver® 2% i 9.5 8.0 6.5

{0 Othert 2 1 0.9 4.1 i3
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Table I {ront.}
Trade, Commerce and Clerical

Bockkeeper 1 4
Forwarder 1 1
Messenger 2 ]
Vendor® 3 2
Other™ 2 1
Others
(Gardener 1 1
Waiter 2 2
Barber's assistant 1 1
Barber 1 0
Arliste H 0
Publican 1 i}
Worker® 82 50
TOTAL 3i8 186
Notes

% By categories of 1933 Census
At first arrest 1929 or after
¢ {f mermbers of sample in Industry, Crafts and Transport {N = 220}
A: Workers in skiiled frades (pdernie Facharbeiter, Handwerker)
B: Workers in specialized trades
1) semi-skiied workers (anpelernte Facharbeiter)
2) workers with occupational tiles which may include both skilied crafismen and uaskilied labourers, but
which are likely or presumed to inciude minimaily skiffed workers and those trained on the job (see text}
C: Unskitied
1. Number of male workers in occapation as % of all male workers in trades listed here (totsl = 1000 N = 637,343
Source: SIDR, 454/3, pp. 29
1. Male workers in occupation as 9 of mele workers in Berdin 1933, N = 789,050
Souree: StDR, 454/4, pp. 29 ; SEB 1936, p. 15

12 Former, 1 Metailformer, 2 Kernmachey

# 4 Maschinenschlosser, 2 Aufoschiosser

% 2 Banschlosser, | Schiffsbauer, § Geldschrankschiosser, 17 Schiosser

4 4 Klempner, I Helzungsrohrleger

* 1 Monteur, § Hektromontenr

%} Bohrer, 3 Schleifer

13 Metalarbeiter, 3 Kabelldter

3 Finschaler, 1 Glaser, 1 Stskkateur, 1 Zementierer, 1 Dachdecker

¢ 2 Linoletne und Teppichieger, 2 Fensterpityer

¥ 7 Tischier, I Kistenmacher

1 Prechsler, 2 Stellmacher

2 ] Holmrbeiter in Holzhearbeitongsfabrik, 1 Fschiereiarbeiter

U7 Bicker, 1 Schitchier

¥ ] Schubmacher, 1 Kérschoer

51 Topler, 1 Olensetzer

¥ ] Schriftzetzer, 1 Buchdrucker, 1 Metalldracker

W1 Phrber, 1 Maschiniat, 1 Bergoeann, 1 Heiger

B 17 Bauarbeiter, 1 Dachdeckergehitfe, 1 Steinsetzergehille, 1 Steintriger

¥ 1 Rotationsarbeiter, } Fabsikarbeiter, 1 Bremner, 2 Koblenarbelter, 4 Packer Lagerarbetter, 3 Hillsarbeiter,
1 Magchinenarbeiter, 1 Radfabrer, 27 Ungelermt

¥ 13 Kutscher, 3 Kraftwagenfithver, 2 Chauffienr, 1 Autofithrer, 1 Motorradfiihrer, 1 Mitfahrer, 1 Puhrgeschift

A 3 Schiffer, 1 Schafiner

# 1 Gernlisehlindier, 1 Schokoladenverkliuky, 1 Tabekwarenhilnder

# 1 Biirogehiife, 1 Progist (Gehiife}
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trades were listed in the unskilled and semi-ckilled categories appropriste to
their actual occupations, Both sets of individuals have something to tell us
about patterns of expectation and ocenpational mobiity, but those issues
wifl be dealt with nnder a separate heading. As indicator of personal social
position, the occupation a man practised as an aduit under “normal’
economic conditions has been taken to he the most appropriate. By the
same token, the three men who gave evidence of being emploved by the
Party have been included, where appropriate, under their industrial (in one
case clerical} trades: the Party editor trained as a tocimaker, the joinery
worker who got a job as a telephonist with the Russian Trade Commission
after becoming unempioyed in 1929, and the bookkeeper who worked in
the offices of Die Welt am Abend.

if the range of occupations represented by the streetfighters is more or less
typical, the peculiarities of distribution of those oceupations within the
sample are very marked. Table 1 shows the two possibie groups with which
the sample may be compared, both drawn from the 1933 census. The first
represents all men working in the occupations represented among the
streetfighters (excluding non-industrial occnpations) (Berlin ). The second
represents all male workers in Berlin in 1933 (Berlin H). Whether we
choose to assume that any worker might have been involved in the fghting
(and take the wider base) or accept that the occupations actially named
here effectively represent the field of potential mobilization {and consider
the distribution of trades within the smailer comparative group) three
occupational groups appear to be overrepresented among the street-
fighters: metalworkers, construction workers {excluding site labourers)
and drivers.

{f these, the construction workers are the most consistently overrepre.
sented. Workers in the metal {rades represented among the streetfighters
comprise 29.5 per cent of the fighters engaged in industry and transport, -
27.2 per cent of male workers in all the occupations represented, and 22.0
per cent of male workers at large. The figures for drivers are respectively 4.5
per cent, 8.0 per cent and 6.5 per cent. In both cases the overrepresentation
is greater the larger the comparative base. For skilled and semi-skilled
construction workers, however, the discrepancy between their represent-
ation among the streetfighters and their representafion in the working
population varies iess sharply according to which base is used: 15.0 per
cent of labouring streetfighters, as against 8.8 per cent and 7.1 per cent
respectively of the comparative sampies.

Any attempt to make comparisons on a district-by-district basis is made
impossibie by the lack of comparable figures. In the 1933 census, the
districts are broken down by sector and industry rather than occupation. It
is not possible on the basis of the present evidence to ascertain i what
industry the individual worker in a given occupation was employed, nor,on
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the other hand, do the official statistics make it possible to determine what
proportion of those associated with a given industry were manual or wage-
workers, Metalworkers, in particular, were scattered over 3o many different
kinds of industry as to make guessing which any one of them belongedtoa
perilous business,

Another group that does invite comparison with the streetfighters is the
mernbership of the Communist Party itself. Here, again, the statistics donot
allow of close and detatled analysis, but the broad cutlines are suggestive.
At the time of the last mmembership survey carvied out by the Party, in 1927,
77.7 per cent of the membership were workers in industry and crafts {in
Berlin, V2.4 per cent of Party members were naroed asmanual workers) - a
lower proportion of manual workers than appears among the streetfghters,
Of the KPP membership surveyed, 17.7 per cent belonged to metal-
workers’ unions (29.8 per cent of those belonging to trade unions), 7.3 per
cent t0 construction unions (12,2 per cent}, and 4.8 per cent to
organtzations of *factory workers’ {8.0 per cent), unions which, histori-
cally, represented textile and chemical workers. The next largest groap was
that of the miners, followed by the transport workers (3.6 per centor 6.0 per
cent).” Making allowances for the relative insignificance of the textile,
chemical and mining industries in Berlin, the distribution of trades among
the streetfighters is broadiy similar o the one that characterized the
fraditional core of active Communists, Jthe actual degree of representation
is considered, however, both skilled and semi-skilled construetion workers
and drivers figure more highly among the streetfighters than in the
movement at large, Moreover, in order $o make the KPD survey and the
group of fghters mere comparable, both building-site labourers, who
represented a considerable section of the main construction workers’
union, and the two stove-fitters formally classified as ‘ceramic workers”
must be added to the construction workers and ‘transport workers® to the
drivers and other workers in transport within the sample of figures. The
results are fifty construction workers, or 22.7 per cent of the 220 workers in
industry and transport, and 27 trausport workers, or 12.3 per cent, among
the fighters, Bach of these figures is steikingly high in comparison to the KPD
survey, while the proportions of metalworkers in the two samples remain
about equal.

The Beriin police records have provided us with a third group with which
to compare the streetfighters; the 559 men and women arrested during the
Rerlin Transport strike in the first week of Novemnber 1932, The use of this
sample atlows us s0 compare one foren of militant action with another, and
should therefore help 10 emphasize the peculiarities of streetfighting in the
context of patterns of ‘working-class radicalisiy’. In essence, of course, the
BVG strike represents a kind of militant industrial acton, an unoffictal
strike,® and we can expect the occupational structure of the participants to
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be skewed in favour of employees of the BVG. But the strike had a character
that widened its soctal scope. Organized in the first instance by the strong
RGO fraction armong the BVG employees, i was highly politicized right from
the beginning, and when the Berlin NSDAP decided to take up the strikers’
cause, i became a focus for the general mobilization of both radical parties.
On the afternoon of the first day, the police authorities were informed that
the povernment regarded the strike as illegal and any strike activity as a
punishable offence ; the police were ordered to post guards around all police
and military buildings.® Moreover, in contrast to most strikes in a single
factory or industry, the trangport strike could not be geographically
contained ; it was a city-wide and highly public action. Strike actions such
as picketing and meetings took place at widely scattered points, and many
non-strikers were drawn into the dozens of incidents of sabotage, insulting
behaviour and intimidation, as well as into the overtly political activities,
regisiered over the strike’s four days. Of those arrested, only about one-third
were employees of the BV(G. About half were charged with explicitly strike.
related activity {picketing, leafletting, ‘strike support’; ‘attending an ilegal
reeting’, *high treason’), and about half’ with various forms of vielent,
obstructive and insulting behaviour, including acts of sabotage and
‘endangering public transport’. Among those arrested 114 were Nazis and
114 Communists.'* Two of the streetfighters appear among the BVG
defendants,

In terms of its general social composition, the BVG sample differs
strikingly from the group of streetfighters in two ways. First, it includes
seventeen women, seven of whom were KPP members. Second, 103, or
one-quarter of those whe named their occupations, were non-industrial
workers and employees ; only seventy-five per cent of the identifiable BVG
defendants can be characterized as workers in industry, crafis and
transport, to set against the 93.2 per cent of the streetfighters.

In order to compare the details of occupational distribution among the
werkers in the two samples, one wornan, & seamstress, and nipe men who
gave only ‘apprentice’ or “foreman’ as their job-titles have been removed
froem the BVG sample, leaving a namerical base of 299. Within this group,
the major trades are represenied as in table at head of p, 177,

The very high proportion of transport workers clearly reflects the
circumstances of the strike. About half of them were drivers of various kind
of vehicles, including public transport, and half workers inn other forms or
branches of transport, most of these conductors and station and depot
workers. In order to avoeid this kind of skewing, it would be convenient
simply to discount all BVG employees from the sample, since they represent
a minority of the defendants in any case. However, only about 90 of the
men are clearly ldentified as employed by the BVG, and all but one of these
was engaged in fransport. For comparative purposes, the best that can be
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‘Frades Rumber 9% {N = 299)
Metal 77 25.8
Construction (including site labourers) 26 8.7

Woed 21 7.0

Food 12 6.4
Ciothing 5 1.7
Printing and Beokbinding 6 2.0
Transport 129 43.1

*Other Workers® (fess construction-site

labourers) 9 3.0

done is to ignore transport altogether, and focus on workers in industry and
crafts in the two samples. This probably tends to magrify the presence of
metalworkers among the strike activists - since the BVG certainly em-
ploved mechanics and fitters and probably smiths and sheet-metal workers
as well - and may aiso compound the overrepresantation of woodworkers,
for the same reasons, but in other ways the formal and organizational
structure of the BVG sample shows a rather different pattern from that of the
streetfighters;

BVG % Sample %

Trades (N=170} {(N=~=198)
Metal 45,3 328
Construction {including site-labovrers

and stove-Biters) 53 25.3
Wood 124 6.6
Food 112 % |
Clothing 29 3.0
Printing and Bookbinding 29 1.5
‘Other Workers' {fess construction-site

Fabourers and transport workers) 5.3 0.7

Metal, wood and food trades appear te be concentrated among the BVG
activists, but the most striking thing here is the relatively high proportions
of both construction and ‘other’ workers among the streetfighters. This
may serve, first, to underline the fact that the range groups available for
mobilization around radical activities was considerably wider than the field
tapped by the wehrhafter Kampf.

Occupational traditions and militant action
To go beyond this involves speculating about the relationship between
occupations and radical activity, a project made all the more difficult by the
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{act that we have only a handiu} of job-titles (which may or may not be
strictly accurate} and a still smalier range of stated political and organiz-
ational allegiances. Comparison between the BVG and streetfighting
sampies suggests the following hypothesis: the transport strike represents a
familiar, and in terms of its form and aims “traditional’, type of working-
class militancy extended to embrace the current forms of political radicat-
ism. Consequently, its participants represent, apart from the strikers
themselves, occupational groups which had strong traditions of industrial
militanicy andfor were highly politicized, as well as a miscellany of the
poiitically engaged.

From this point of view the most problematic group among the BVG
defenndants is that of workers in the food trades: a dairy-hand, a sweet-
boiler, & dairvman, a brewer, three butchers, and fully twelve bakers. The
significance of this group akmost certainly Hes in the fact that eleven of them
were NSDAP members and only three Communists. Whether we choose to
see in this the mobilization of the declining small tradesmen conventionally
attributed to the National Seocialist movement or of a section of the labour
force which was traditionally under-organized and had shown itself
relatively responsive fo the appeal of the nationalist {rade unious in the late
1920s,% it is clear that this group represents the epitome of right-wing
radicalism among the manual trades, It is therefore hardly surprising that
they are not so well represented among participants in the antifascist fight,

The group of metalworkers shows a closer fit between transport-sirike
participants, streetfighters and militant traditions. In both the samples
metalworkers appear {o be overrepresented, in the BVG group even more
than among the strestfighters. The invelvement of metalworkers in both
forms of Communist-led action and their relatively higher representation in
the more public and trade-union based activities are in keeping with the
history of the metal trades in Berlin.'? Skilled workers in the engineering
trades in Berlin had formed one of the centres of oppesition to the official
trade-urnion policy of support for the war effort and one of the principal
bases for the revolutionary movement of 1919, During the 1920s the Berlin
metalworkers remained & combative group, with a strong radical compo-
nent which came o be closely associated with the KPD and its RGO. Among
the first consequences of the Communists” ultra-left policy was the split from
the German Metalworkers” Unton (BMV) of the Berlin pipefitters’ section in
Fuene 1929. And in October 1930 fear of Communist opposition within the
Berlin DMV was credited with forcing the union leadership to approve the
third city-wide strike of metalworkers since 1919,

In short, although it is impossible to speak for either the BVG strikers or
the streetfighters as individuals, it could be argued that any metalworkers
who had belonged to the DMV-Berlin {which represented 60.1 per cent of
metalworkers at its peak in 1919, twenty per cent during its lowest ebb at
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the end of 1923, and around one haifin 19331," and many who had not,
would have been exposed by virtue of their occupation to political
arguments, including practical and theoretical expositions of the Commu-
Bist analysis of society. They would also have been reguiariy challenged to
take a position on matters both of principle and of immediate action, and
their decision might often have been in favour of action in opposition to
existing power relations rather than acquiescence. In this light the
metalworking sirestBghters mighi be described as representative of a group
which was historically given to taking direct action in its own interests and
many of whose members had explicitly associated themselves with the
radical politics of the KPD in the course of such actions.

One test of this view invelves examining the extent to which those
occupational groups which were particnlarly militant in the metalworkers’
movement are present in the sample, Table 1a lists the metalworkers by
specific  job-titles and compares their representation among the
strestfighters with their relative weight in four comparable groups. These
are : first, that section of the metalworking (male} population at large which
they represent and second, the BVG-strike metalworkers. The third
comparative group comprises ‘important trades’ in the workforce of the
companies represented by the Verband Berliner MetalkIndustrieler,
Member-companies of the VBMI, the principal employers’ association for
the metal trades in Berlin, emploved between sixty-nine per cent (1925)
and eightv-tvo per cent (1933} of workers in the city’s metal trades. In
1923 just ever half of those workers worked in plants employing 5000 and
mere workers. This sampie, then, reflects most strongly the structure of the
large-scale engineering and electrotechnical industries represented by such
names as Borsig, AEG and Siemens. ‘Important frades’ in this case were
defined as those trades - both skilled and semi-skilied - *in which it is both
vital and in most cases possible for the industry itself to maintain the supply
of newly trained workers’. ¥ The last cobumn in the table represents the
relative weight of these ‘important rades’ in the Berlin branch of the
DMV,

From the point of view of assessing the impact of occupational traditions
of miitancy, the groups that interest us most are those with the best
attested militant traditions, the turners, who had been among the most
active groups in the revolution of 1918-19, and the pipefitters. Here the
contrast between the streetfighters and the BVG sample is significant as
compared with the metalworking popuiation as a whole. In both samples of
militants turners are underrepresented although the defickt is much greater
among the strectfighters. At the same time the pipefitters - the most recent
group to take an explicitly radical stand - are massed among the RVG
defendants. As a focus for “traditional” militancy, the wehrhafter Kampf
appears to have been significantly less atiractive than the politicized strike.



Table la. ‘Important trades’ in the Berlin metal industry

As % of all maie metal-

As 9 of ail workers in trades As %, of all As %, of ‘important Trades’
metalworkers  represented in metaiwerkers  represented in 1928 in®
in Sample Sample, Berlin 1933 in BVQ strike
COccupation (N = 63) (N = 173,599) (N= T7) VEME PMV.-Berlin
Moulder nr 2.6 3.9 2.3 4.4
Smith 12.3 4.3 0.5 4.4 5.7
Machine-fitter 9.2 14.2 6.5 7.8 112
{nther fitters 323 237 37.7 34.6 27.1
Plpelitter 1.5} %8 {10.4 — —
Sheet-metal worker 6.2) ) L 2.6 17 5.0
Mechanic 3.3 11.6 8.2 12.3 4.1
Toolmaker 4.6 6.7 2.6 8.5 8.3
Turner 33 2.3 8.2 18.4 14.9
Metalworkers {Brassworker,
Machinist, Other} 15.5 10.4 5.2 3.0 7.5
Assembier ete, 3.3 8.7 10.4 7.2 4.2
Electrician 1.5 4.0 1.3 e e
Setter e e — 1.3 2.0
Meiter . e 1.3 e e
Engineer s s 1.3 e e

& Source: SINOR, 454/3,p0. 296
b Sowrce: Hartwick, p. 431
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The labour process and conditions of work as conditions of political

action
As an aHernative approach to the significance of occupation we may
consider the conditions of the job itselfl as possible contributing factors to
action outside the workplace. This sort of analysis demands comparison not
only within but also between occupational groups - in this case between
metalworkers and the group that is most strikingly overrepresented among
the streetfighters {and not significantly so among other mifitants} namely
construction workers. Table 1b shows the skilled and semi-skilled construe-
tion: workers in the sample broken down by occupation and compares this
with their relative weight among construction workers at large. Unlike that
of the metatworking streetfighters, the occupational profite of the construe-
sion workers corresponds roughly with the distribution of their trades in the
comparable working population. H there was something about the
character of certain occupations that made workers in them prone to
physical violence, as a specific form of particularly militant agction, this
evidence suggests that that characteristic was shared by most of the
construction trades and only by a few of the metal trades,

Now one significant aspect of the tasks peculiar to construction workers
is the extent to which they involve the exercise of physical strength. The
work of unskilled building labourers and of such skilled site-workers as
masons and carpenters alike involves the carrying and manipudation of
heavy materials, More generafly, the tasks and dangers involved in large-
scale construction make the building worker peculiarly reliant on his own
physical capacities. Simple stamina, too, is important for those who work
outdoors - and the outdeors, public character of thelr work adds a political
dimenston o the occupational profile of the construction workers. The

Fable 1b. Construction workers

As % of ail As 9 of slb male
consiTuction  workers in construction

workers in trades represented in
Sampie Samgple, Berfin 1933*
Ceenpation {N = 35} (N = 57,788)
Brickiayer 314 29.8
Carpenter 114 12.7
Stevefitter 8.7 3.4
Other skifled 14.3 10.8
Fainter and varpisher 25,7 33.1
Other semi-skitled 11.4 16.2

* Source: SiDR, 454/3.pp. 29 .
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operation of the building site is both highly localised - over the period in
which a single project is being carried out - and peculiarly mobile, as the
gang moves from one site {o another. Building werkers are the witnesses to
everything that goes on in the streets, the recipients of popular rumour and
opinien which, over the longer term, they can carry back to their homes
and into other neighbourhoods. A further sociad aspect of their work which
cannot beirrelevant to the possibilities of coilective action is the high degree
of teamwork involved in construction. The tendency te mutualism and
solidarity encouraged by this might have been enforced by the relatively
high mobility between jobs within the indusiry necessitated by its seasonal
nature. Site workers had to ind ways {o provide for themseives during the
winter, when outdoor work was impossible. On the one hand, this necessity
provided the spur for a tradition of militant and effective {frade~-union action
around issues of wage- and job-security. On the other i meant that many
site workers, skilled and, especially, unskilled, moved into an- and semi-
skilied jobs in such indoor trades as painting during the low season - with
the result that the physical euliure of the building site became pazt of the
culture of the wider building and decorating industry as 2 whole.V

The Berlin Prosecufor’s files have provided a vivid example of the
combined effects of werkplace solidarity and the roufine use of physical
force to resolve a dispute among consiruction laboyrers, in the case of the
beating and subsequent death of the SA-man Hans Kuetemeyer. This case
has not been included in the discussions in Chapter 6, nor do the defendants
appear in the samdie, since it took place in 1928, Moreover, from the point
of view of Kuetemever’s attackers the action was clearly not a political one;
the whole tone of the interrogations differs significantly from that of cases
involving KPD members and sympathizers. The action invelved road-
workers, or navvies, rather than building workers proper, but the aftitudes
and conditions of work - seasenal work, heavy physicai labour, geograph-
ical mobility - are broadly comparable.’®

The outlines ef the case are as follows. At about 1.30 a.m. the work-gang
eraploved in mending the road at the comer of Zieten- and Biilowstrasse
was taking ifs break. As the workers stood around ontside the bailders’ hut
three National Socialists, among them Kuetemever, approached and
atternpted {o engage them in a political diseussion, haranguing them about
the Tew-press’. One of the workers asked repeatedly that the Nasis go away ;
in response, Kuetemeyer knocked the sandwich out of the worker’s hand,
and received a hox on the ear in his furn. A general mélée broke out and the
Narzis, after throwing some rocks at their adversaries, tuteed and fled.
Kuetemever was pursuied by the workers and cornered two blocks away;
one witness saw abont twenty men standing in a cipcle, participating and
locking on as Kueterneyer was beaten and kicked. A taxi-driver was
overheard to remark, ‘That’s no sport, thirty to onet” - but no effort was
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made by any of the onlookers to interfere, and when another taxi drove up
someone said, ‘Now he can get to the hospital’, and the crowd dissolved.
Kuetemeyer himself never sought medical aid, but wandered around the
aren, apparently dazed. Sometime before dawn he fell into the Landwehr
Canal and drowned, thus earning himself a place among the SA’s martyrs.

When arrested and questioned about the incident, the workers without
exception admitied tohaving taken partin chasing and hitting the SA-man;
while some of them recognized that the action itself had been a brutal one
and dangerous for both their victim and themselves, they clearly regarded it
2§ an appropriate way to handle troublemakers. One of them said that they
had originally intended to turn Kuetemeyer over to the police, without
denying that they meant {o teach him a lesson of their own beforehand,
‘And one of the taxi drivers ... wanted to make him show s his identity
papers. But we finally decided to let him go...” Another of the assailants gave
a characteristic gloss on his actions: ‘I have to add that | had no reason for
this brawl, but 1 pitched in out of feslings of solidarity.’

In this case, taxi-drivers played something of the role of a Greek chorns;
in others, we have found drivers directly invelved in the wehirhafter Kampf,
and to a very high degree. This may be partially explained by the same sorts
of ocenpational characteristics that eantributed to the activism of construc-
tion workers, though certain caveais are in order here. The category of
drivers is in fact a highly problematic one. The terms used by the
streetfighters include Chauffenr, Fahrer and Kutscher, idiomatic expressions
which could apply equally to taxi-drivers and lorry-drivers and, in the case
of Kuischer, to molorized or horse-drawn vehicles. Moreover, the distinciion
hetween drivers and transport workers, imposed by the census, is one that
individuals probably did not draw in evervday parlance ; for the purposes of
the census, Transportarbeiter were low-grade workers in industry, possibly
those engaged in the transport and delivery operations of larger industrial
concerns, while drivers - Kraftwagenfiihrer and Kutscher were under sep-
arate headings - came into the category of transport. If the title of ‘driver’
represents the tasks of a lorry-driver, we can speak of the conditions of work
as being similar in some ways to those of building workers. Where large
vehicles were concerned, whether motorized or horse-drawn, physical
strength was important for driving, strength and teamwork for loading and
unloading. Of the drivers of passenger vehicles, on the other hand, it is diffi-
cuit to generalize bevond pointing out that they are comparabie to building
workers in their capacity to pick up and carry news and opinkons within the
trade and to the community at large. Moreover, while it is impossible to
determine whether the drivers of taxis and other small vehicles represent
individualist small-businessimen owning their own cars or waged workers
driving shifts for a large 8mm, either of these types might have been drawn
inta the wehrhafter Kampf through force of circumstances : not only were
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they present at the focus of conflict, on the streets at all hours ; they also had
access to a resource that was nearly as valuable as weapons in the battle for
the streets, namely rapid and convenient fransport to and from the scene of
an incident. 7

Can the occupational characteristics shared by construction workers
and, to some extent, by drivers, be found among the metalworkers? First, it
should be pointed out that several of our nominal metalworkers were, like
those formally Hsted under the ‘ceramicy’ heading, actually sngaged in
construction work. This group inchudes the two bullding fitters and the
heating installer, and probably some proportion of the smiths and other
fitters. Bevond this, however, it smay be significant that the groups most
heavily overrepresented by any comparison are those whose tasks involved
the heaviest physical labour: the moulders, the smiths and the group of
‘metalworkers’ which, in the definition of the VBMI, includes brass.
founders and metal-spinners as well as the relatively sedentary machinists.

In short, if we consider those sipnificant groups emong the streetfighters
whose occupations we know something sbout, we may conclude that the
nature of the work they did was itsell an important factor in disposing them
to use physical force in dealing with preblems that other kinds of people,
with different expertences of their own capacity to act in the material world,
might have dealt with in other ways. However, such an argument should
not be seen simply in terms of individual proclivities, but also as a way of
presenting the impact of the social and broadly political conditions that are
concomitants of the physical characteristics of work. Among the other
aspects of workplace situation generally held to be relevant to people's
attitudes and action in the wider world are relative status and income and
security of employment - including in its broadest sense, the guestion of
whether a worker is actually employed in his learned or ascribed
occupation. These are ali closely related both to the degree of skili associated
with a given occupation and to the changes in demand for particular skilis
at particalar times. To the constituents of workplace sitaation and industry
characteristics should be added the size and {ype of shop in which the
worker is employed. In discussing each of these factors, we will focus again
on the metalworkers among the streetfighters, since they constitute the
jargest and most highly differentiated of the occupational groups
represented.

Skill and status
In Table 1, the occupations named by the streetfighters have been grouped
under the headings A, B, and C. These groupings represent a very rough
estimate of possible or likely status, It is a commonplace of occupational
surveys that the job-titles they yield provide an inadequate guide to the
degrees of skill involved. As the DMV lcadership itself admitied, the titles
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assigned to tasks in meialworking are particularly ambiguous, since they
cover a wide range of different types of production and since technological
change in this sector has continually outpaced changes in voeabulary. The
Weimar vears, moreover, were a period in which the application of new
technology in the context of a radical shift in management policies tended
particularly to blur the distinctions between skilled and semi-skilled.

Refore and during the War, the Berlin metal industry had shown an
apparently insatiable appetite for labour; it was a favonred career choice for
school-leavers, its skifled trades among the most glamorous and desirable.*®
But during the 1920s the whole industry underwent z process of
rationalization In which stafs were cut, some skilled workers were
relegated to operating machines that fulfilled their former tasks, and
unskifled labour was increasingly preferred because it could perforn the
same mechanized jobs more cheaply. It was in the electro-technical branch
that the process of de-skilling went furthest during the twenties - the
branch that emploved nearly half of Berlin’s metalworkers. The report of
the DMV-Berlin for 1927 stated:

The tremendous increase in productivity of mechenized preduction as well as the
replacement of skilled workers by semi-skilled, young and fermale workers has
resulted in a considerable regiructuring of the workforce in decigive sections of the
mmetai indusity. As far as skilled workers are concerned, only people of middling
vears with the highest personal quakifications were sought.'?

The social and political consequences of this development will be
considered below : its effect on omr categories of relative skill and status are
self-evident. An assembler (Monteur), for exampie, may be either a highly
trained engineer or an assembly-line eperative, a turner or other machinist
either a skilled worker with a high degree of responsibility and amwtonomy or
an operative runging a machine under the supervision of such a skilled
worker. Similar ambiguities are intrinsic to the building trades, though for
different reasons ; indoor work, like painting, could be performed by semi-
skilled workers, no less gualified to call themselves “painters’ than the
master craftsman who supervised thern, Driving a team of horses or a motor
vehicle involves skills that have to be learned - although the skilis of car-
and korry-driving had been routinely practised during the War by workers
too young to serve in the army and have since the 19308 been easily
acquired by large sections of the population. Category B, then, is a very
broad category, representing a combination of probability and eduncated
guesswork., Among the metalworkers, the presamption of relatively low
status among the groups classed under B rests on a breakdown of their ages.
Eight of the twelve were born in 1908 or later; they would have reached
school-leaving age in the mid-twenties at the earliest, when, according to
one authority, there were no apprenticeships to be had in the metal
industry.*®
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Given all these uncertainties, the present evidence suggests that the
distribution of industrial skills among the streetfighters was roughly the
same as that within the working pepulation at large. if we consider the
whole group of 220 streetfighters engaged in industry, crafts and transport,
the proportions of categories A, B and C are very close indeed to those that
appeared in the national census of 1933

Sample Gerroaey : Census 19334
Per cent Per cent
A 102 46.4 “Skitied specialists’ 48.6
B 56 254 ‘Semi-skilied specialists’ 21.3
¢ 62 282 *Others’ 103

The last census to offer a breakdown of Berlin’s working population
according to status was that of 1925. Using the categories of ‘Specialist’,
‘Factory Artisan’ and ‘Others’, that survey resulted in a profile that differs
slightly from the above: 48.6 per cent, 9.6 per cent and 41.8 per cent
respectively.* Within the sample, a comparable balance between those
with nominally specialized manual occupations on the one hand and ‘Other
Workers” on the other, appears if the drivers (an ambiguous group whose
merntbers couid hardly be called either specialists or artisans) are moved
from category B to C: roughly sixty-two per cent skilled or semi-skilled
(A/B) to thirty-eight per cent ‘Others’ (B/C).

The structure of the sample also shows some correspondence with that of
the KPD of 1927, Within the national party, unskilled industrial workers
represented 36.3 per cent of manual workers in industry and small trades. 2
The imaponderables here include the differences between the structure of the
Berlin and national Parties, possible changes in the structure of the Party
with the expansion of the Depression years and the very wide margin for
error provided by the eighty unspecified ‘workers’.

Returning to the spectfic case of the metalworkers, we find (Table 1a) that
the seventy-nine per cent of streetfighters naming category A jobs compares
favourably with just under seventy-two per cent of workers in VBMI!
factories and over seventy per cent of metalworkers in important trades in
the city of Berlin. Within this nominally highly skilled group, however, two
aspects are of special interest. First, It was characteristic of some of the more
heavily represented trades - fitters and, most strikingly (by comparison
with the stafls of large factories represented by the VBMI figures), smiths,
pipefitters, sheet-metal workers and plumbers - that they were often
carried ot in very small workshops or as one-man businesses, * There is no
evidence that any of the streetfighiers naming these trades was a proprietor,
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but anyene working in a small business would be subject in his actions and
attitudes to two kinds of infiuence that are relevant fo the genests of radical
action in the neighbourhood: on the one hand, the relative vulnerability of
small enterprises to shifts in the economic climate and the experience of
financial insecurity, and on the other the social recognition and relatively
close ties to the community that attach to the situation of the local
tradesman. The second peculiarity of the metalworkersin the sample is that
while nearly all of the principal skilled or frained occupations are
represented, the traditionally least prestigions and lowest paid appear most
often. Within the group of fitters, for example, six machine-builders and
mechanics are outweighed by twenty-one in unnamed or less highly valued
branches of the trade. On either side of this group, toolmakers and
mechanics proper &he most desirable of the metal frades and the ones
involving the most expensive training) are underrepresented, while
moulders and smiths are slightly overrepresented, by comparison with the
metal-working population at large.?*

On this showing, the streetfighters were very far from belonging to the
rootless and undifferentiated type of the Lumpenproletarier implicitin certain
Communist analyses. Nor - by way of answer to an intrinsicaily more
plausible hypothesis ~ can they be Btted easily into the category of ‘mass-
workers’, the operatives in large plants whose lack of experience and high
degree of alienation have been postulated by some students of working-class
radicalism as determinants of sporadic and relatively undisciplined but
highly militant action.® At the same time, they hardly represented the élite
of the Berlin working class. And the details of some individual carcers
suggest that even the middiing to normal expectations reflected in these job-
titles may have been frustrated by the economic circumstances of the
1920k,

Social mobility and security of employment
Here we can retwrn to our discussion of the effects of rationalization on the
workforce, We have already encourntered the ‘mechanic, now worker” and
the trained glazier whose last job, in 1929-30, had been as a driver. One
wheo described himself as a fitter had had a more complicated career than
the title alone would suggest. His hopes of a mechanic’s apprenticeship had
been frustrated by lack of funds, but work in defence plants during the War
had led to empiovment in a repair-shop which lasted antil the end of 1930.
Another had begun his training as a toolmaker during the twenties but
resorted to work as a courler and newsboy when the firm in which he was
apprenticed closed, while a second toohmaker, after compieting his
apprenticeship, switched to window-cleaning, for no stated reason. A third
had spent the past three years alternating between casual labour and
abortive apprenticeships in the mechanical and plumbing trades - more,



Table 2. Occupations of fathers and male relatives

Sample Age Fathers Sample Age  Male relatives®
Fabourer 18 Formebullder {Binschalery Eabourer 18 Bricklayer
Fabourer 25 Agricaltural labourer! Construction worker 19 Carpenter
Labourer 26 TOriver ¢ Kutscher Typesetter 1% Engine-driver
Labourer 1%  Loading boss! Printer {metal} 20 Roofer
Stone-carrier 24 Mechanic® Taitor 27 Tedor
Construction worker 23 {CoencH worker? Apprentice baker 18 Painter
Packer 18 Mik2 Carpenter 19 joiner
Treansport worker 34 Lithographer/Metalworker’  Bricklayer 23 Chemist’s shop
Chianffegr 25 BRank officert Bricklayer 22 Gasworker
Briver (Kuischer} 32 } B r Form-bullder {Binschaler) 22 Muricipal worker
Briver (Kutseher) 18 {athe operator {metal) 19  Lathe operator (metal)
Driver (Kutscher} 18 Moetor vehicle owner? Smith 28  Turner {wouod)
Co-deiver 13 labourer® Smith 22  Painter
Woodworker 18 Woodworker! Toolmaker 25 Pensioner
foinery worker X Pipefitter? Machine-ftier 20 Fitter
Varnisher 19 Construchon workerl Motor mechanic 19 Assembler
Painter 23 Carpenter® Motor mecharnic 19  Joiner
Dryer 20 Painter? Fitter 18  Theatre doorman
Printer 24 . . 2 Fikter 26  Labourer
Carpenter 1% Sales assistant Blectrical assernbler 28  Engzaver
Box-jolner 26 Foreman® Prairy-hapd 25  Laboerer
Joiner 21 Furniture? Chemist’s shop assistant 30 Railway siation inspoctor
Apprentice bricklaver 17 1loolmaker®
Agpprentice brieklayer 19 Comstruction worker?
Apprentice bricklayer 19 Plasterer?
Plagterer i9  Plasterer?
Metalworker i8  Postai officer {jowest grade}
Metalworker 26 Driver {Kutseher)?
Borer 19 {Shoemaker!
Smith 22 Glagier?
Brassworker {Gartler) 20 Proofreader?
Sheet-metal worker 21 Driver {Kutscher}?
Mackine-fitter 32 Forermpan?
Machine-fitior 20 Driver {Kutscher)t
Apprentice fitter i6  Printer’s assistans?
Assembler 21 Maotor mechanic?
Bairy-hand 18  Labourer?
Walter 16 Dancing master?
“Worker’ 1% Buicher? “‘Worker” 26 Bricklayer
» 8 1Smith? . 19 Labourer
. iR {abourer? s 17 Engine-driver
" 22 Wellbuiider! a 15 Labourer
" 12  Painter? » 23 Dealer
s 22 Factory worker? s 30  Driver {Kutscher)
“ 21 Barber® 2 19 Labowerer
n 26 SteetcleanerPest controi? 3 19  Labouarer
” 15 Smith
22 23 Dealer
s 1%  ILahourcr
" 21 Driver { Kutscher)
s 23 Labourer
" 20 Lebouzer
» 25 Comstruction worker
" 26 Labourer
Nates
} Brothers
+ Deceased
Sources:

t Subject’s own lestimony or documentary evidence
2 Subject’s own testimony combined with Berfiner Adressbuck

3 Berliner Adressbuch
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the authorities felt, through weakness of character than for economic
reasons. Subjects’ descriptions of their actual activities in other trades, too,
remind us that an objective measure of skill is by no means an indication of
status or security. It is impossible, for example, to assess how many of the
streetfighters who described themselves as drivers or decorators were
recording the most recent stage in a cycle of temporary or seasonal jobs.
Paraliels for this are offered by two of the ‘other workers’, one whose career
inciuded jobs as odd-job man (Arbeitsbursche), driver, housepainter and
coal-deliveryman and another who worked for a coal-merchant during the
winter, was a deliveryman for a soda factory in the swmmer, and was
‘temporarily unemploved in between’. %7

One possibie test of a general pattern of social decline is a comparison of
the fighters® occupations with those of their fathers ¢Fable 2). This was
possible in a fotal of thirty-eight cases {of those specifying occupations). This
sampie is distorted by virtue of the fact that in twenty-one cases, the father’s
occupation was taken from the city directory on the basis of the fighter's
statement that he lived with hig parents. It is thus biased towards the very
young, and in a handful of cases an apparent decline may actually reflect
the fighters’ employment in their fathers’ businesses : the two driver sons of
a brewer, the packer whose father ran a dairy store, the cabinetmaker
whose father sold furniture, the driver whose father called himself a ‘motor
vehicle owner’. By the same token, the picture is confused by those fathers
whose title, foreman, is a staternent of status rather than of occupation. The
general pattern presented by these cases is not unambiguous, and the
largest group is that of those who had roughly the same nominal level of
skill as their fathers. The same Is true if the occupations of male relatives
with whom the fighters were Hving are taken Into account {aithough it is
not impossible that some of the *male relatives’ are in fact the subjects
themseives listed in the Berlin Directory with mistaken Christlan names).
The mothers and female relatives of the streetfighters included three
‘workers’, three seamsiresses, a porfress, a gardener and a charwoman,
Table 2 also includes lists of the gocupations of fathers and male relatives of
twenty-four streetfighters who described themselves as “workers’. They are
similar to the preceding ones, and simply help to fl in the picture of the
- milies in which the streetSghiers lived. This was one in which a very wide
range of occupations was represented ; indeed, the social spectram among
the older generation is rather wider than that of the streetfighters
themselves, but this in itself may be significant,

In particular, among both the fathers and the male relatives there are
relatively few metalworkers of any kind - ten in all compared to twenty
among the young fighters who named an occupation. Again, aithough the
sample is tiny, the information i provides is highly suggestive, On the one
hand, we find that of the eight men with metalworking relatives who
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named their occupations, only four were themselves metalworkers; of the
other four only one, an apprentice mason, had a job-title approaching the
statns of his father’s. If we fake into account the prestige and self-
consciousness that attached to metalworking as such in Berlin’s industrial
tradition (leaving aside the differentials of skiil)?® if may be appropriate o
see in this a pattern of refative decline in status over two generations of
industriai workers. That leaves fwelve HArst-generation metalworkers,
including only one of uneguivocaliy high skill and statns {the toohmaker),
whose relatives’ jobs include a range of low-grade or non-industrial trades.
For these young men, metalworking may have represented a step up in the
world, possibly foliowing upor a move to the city from the provinces. Buf, as
has afready been pointed out, the re-organized industry that initially
created jobs for the relatively ungualified young was equally prompt to
discard them in the face of economic pressure or in the interests of further
rationalization. For firsi-generation metalworkers in the 1920s, access io
relatively high pay and status {high by comparison with what they could
have earned as unskilied labourers) was bought by submission to an acutely
tangible and, in this industry, relatively novel degree of job insecurity.’®
This evidence bears out the impressions discussed earlier in this chapter,
that the significance of metatworking, at least among the younger fighters,
{ies less in an occupational tradition of radicalism than in the fact of a highly
fiactuating and insecure job market, just as, in Chapter 6, their aititude to
the wehrhafter Kampf seemed to reflect immediate experiences and anxiefies
rather than an expiicitly political posture,

In general terms, too, the overwhelning tmpression gained from an
examination of the occupations of the streetfighters in the light of economic
constderations ig that of relative insecurity. They were drawn from the
rmiddle ranks of the manual and industrial proletariat as well as from those
of the ¢chronically impoverished and unstable, from fields like the building
trades, in which even the mogt highly skilled and well paid workers suffered
from seasonal fluctuations in employment, or the metal frades in which all
categories of skifl and status were being blurred If we congider this
insecuprity, and the low income that must have accompanied it, as
circumstances of relatively long standing in the liveg of the fighters, viewing
thern as components of a way of life, then there are three principal ways in
which they might have informed the fighters’ political actions. First, they
represent a prievance against the existing economic and social system, one
which the parties of left and right alike were busy articulating in terms of
political opposition. Second, they blocked the possibilities for sustained
action of a non-vielent kind. In strictly materisi terms, physical force was
an obvious recourse for setting immediate and local grievances in the
absenice of economic power ; this point hag already been made in previous
chapters. Beyond this, we may reeall the commonplace of sociological
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stixdies, recently adopted by such students of the proletariat as Lucas, that
those who find i impossible or self.defeating to plan their domestic Hves
{because their income is unreliabie) are less disposed than others to engage
in sustained and systematic actions towards medium-term or long-range
goals. 3 This would be an important argument if we could accept the view of
the KPT} leadership, that i{s tervorists were people looking for quick results,
but it does not make much sense when applied to those, especially older
fighters who were all the more terrorists for being relatively determined and
systematic planners. Moreover, the presumed psychosecial incapacity to
plan is nearly always accompanied by the material inability to putinto effect
the kinds of broadly economic action - saving and storing in domestic life,
strike and boycoit in the political sphere - that ave ordinarily asgociated
with planned and sustained action, And the material problem is more eastly
demonstrated than the psychological one. The third and related way in
which relative poverty and insecurity might have influenced the fighters’
actions is by enforcing a life-siyle which has been partiaily characterized in
the preceding chapter, in which public and physical confrontations with
agenis of the state and other adversaries were Inevitable, so that people both
experienced social and political relations in the most vivid visual and
sensual form and were especially responsive to the aspects of KPI) agitation
closely associated with the wehrhafter Kampf, like opposition to FE and the
police. Thisis a theme that will arlse again In the discussion of other aspects
of the fighters’ biographics.

Where insecurity involved not simply a shifting and uncertain source of
income but poverty of an exireme and catastrophic nature, we cannot
afford to overlook the possible psychological effects of physical distress. It
was apparenti to contemporaries that bad economic conditions led to a
pervasive state of ‘general Irritability’ in working-class areas, a heightened
readiness to take offence and to strike out at the nearest target.™ There is
certuinly an element of this in the fighting, and particularly in the
spontancous affrays that could touch off a round of more deadly attacks.

The catastrophe nearest at hand was, of course, the Great Depression. By
1933 there was hardly a worker in Germany whose income and security
had not been: threatened by its devastating effects, and this is the economic
circumstance that emerges most dramatically in the testimony of the
streetfighters, Over fifty-seven per cent of those who named an occupation
and nearly fHty-nine per cent of the totad declared themselves anemployed.
These figures are very high in comparison to the rates of unemployment i
the labour force at large, but if the differential effects of the Depression on
various trades are considered, the levels of unemployment among the
streetfighters themselves become less striking, as their relation to the
occupational structure of the sample grows clearer.

The mass unemployment of these years, although it seruck hardest at the
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least experienced and well trained, did not spare the skilled, or nominally
skilled workers, In the country at large both the construction industry and
the metal trades had very high rates of unemployment after 1929, the class
of fitters being one of the most severely depressed oconpations. In Berlin in
1933, when forty-five per cent of manual workers were unemploved, 56.8
per cent of all men employed in construction: and allied felds and 52.2 per
cent of those in the metal trades were ot of work. When the specific trades
represented within the sample are considered, the results are as follows for
the city as a whoele: 535.4 per cent of construction workers excluding
Iabourers €55.1 per cent of bricklayers), 58.3 per cent of metalworkers
excinding electricians (37,1 per cent of machine-fitters and 48.4 per cent of
other fitters), 41.4 per cent of drivers and chauffeurs, and 51.7 per cent of
‘other workers’.*? The comparable figures for the streetfighters are 60.6 per
cent (63.6 per cent), 62.5 percent (61.7 per cent and 52.4 percent), 52.4
per cent and 50.0 per cent respectively. These figures are not far from the
norm for the {rades represented. The fact that they are considerably lower
than the estimates of the degree of unemplovment within the KPD and the
Kampfhand during this period cited in preceding chapters is not easy to
tterprat.

Other biographical data

Age

Whether through interrupted apprenticeship or lack of prospects in the
years of ‘refative stabilization’ or through enforced idieness after 1929, #t
was the young whose existence was most precarious in Weirnar Germany.
it has already been suggested that the young fighters represent a significant
group in terms of attitudes. In numerical terms they dominate the sample.
For the purposes of comparisor, two caleudations of age have been made:
one of the age of the subject at his first arrest for an act of political violence
from 1929 to 19323 ¢(Table 3) and another of his age in 1933, as the
difference between 1933 and his year of birth (Table 4).

The results of the first, showing the real age of the streetfighters, sugpest
the importance of youth as a social condition : 268 of them, or 84.3 per cent
were under thirty, and over a third of those were under twenty-one, Amnong
the mHnors, the predominance of the upper three vears confirms the
impression of a contemporary criminologist: ‘Not so much the juveniles
fseventeen and under] as the young adults {Halberwachsene, cighicen- to
twenty-year-olds] are to be found in all the owtrages with which the
newspapers of every political colouring are filled.”* The group took its
character, however, not from the very young, the delinquent adolescent,
but from the yvoung adult worker; the fargest single contingent{ was
between nineteen and twenty-two. There is no clear correlation between
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Table 3. Age at first arrest

Number in  Thersof Number in  Thereof

Age ape group  unemployed Age age group  unempioyed
15 2 i 36 4 3
16 2 G 37 1 1
17 5 4 8 2 2
18 22 10 39 3 1
19 32 22 40 2 1
30 i4

21 30 i6

22 32 19 44 3 1
23 18 13 45 i 1
24 23 17 46 3 0
25 22 9 &7 1 1
26 15 8 48 2 i
27 14 6 49 H 1
28 13 9

29 & 3 51 2 2z
30 8 &8 52 i i
13 3 3 53 i H
32 5 2

13 2 1 5% 3 i
34 5 4

5 2 1 57 3 1

age and unemployment within the sampile, however ; those twenty-five and
unider are no more likely to be unemployed than the group as a whole. But
among the individual numerically significant age-groups, the nineteen-
year-olds and the twenty-three- and twenty-four-year-olds include very
high proportions of unemployed.

Evidence for the age structure of the Communist moverment shows that
the streetfighters were considerably younger even than the inflated Party of
the Depression years. The youngest contingent within z group of new
members in the Zentrum district of Berlin in 1931 was that of the twenty- to
twenty-five-year-olds. These made up 38.2 per cent of the total, while
twenty-six- to thirty-year-olds formed another 23.6 per cent.® Not only do
men from twenty to thirty years of age form a somewhat larger proportion
of the streetfighters (213, or 67.0 per cent), but the younger of the two
groups is also much more strongly represented {155 men between twenty
and twenty-five}, while the weight of the under-twenties and over-thirties
stands In inverse proportion to their representation within the Party
sample.

The defence organizations of the Communists appear to offer a closer fit,
gince their membership was always, on the whole, considerably younger.
In the mid-1920s, when only twelve per cent of the Party membership was



Table 4, Age in 1933

18-19 203-29  30-49  50-65 18-19  20-29 30-4%  50-65
1. Berlin 5. Tlergarien
Sample ] Sample
Number 7 233 659 9 Number Q 19 5 Q
% 2 3.3 2.7 2.8 4% it 79.2 20.8 0
Cerngas, % 3.2 23.2 40,5 21.7 Census, %7 3.1 23.8 39.8 21.8
2. Newkslin 6. Mitie
Sample Sample
Number 1 52 23 7 Number H 10 7 1
% 1.2 62.7 27.7 8.4 % 5.3 52.6 36.8 5.3
Census, %} 33 23.2 40.6 21.4 Census, %} 2.9 25.8 39.3 0.9
3. Krenzherg 7. Central Berlin®
Sample Sampie
Number H 37 § ] Number 4 113 28 4
% 2 8(t4 iv4 1 o .7 76.9 190 i4
Census, %t 3.0 233 393 21.6 Census, %t 8.4 237 395 219
4, Wedding
Sample
Number 2 8 5 i
% 5.6 77.8 i3e 18
Census, %t 3.5 3.3 40.4 2.5

T of men over 14, Source: S8 1934, 5. 9
* Mitte, Tiergarten, Wedding, Prenzlauer Berg, Friedrichshatn, Kreusberg
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under twenty-five, tweniy-one per cent of a sampie of R¥B leaders was
twenty-three vears old or younger. The RFB report of 1932 that in some
districts more than half were between twenty-fwo and twenty-three
suggests that there, ag in the Party, a process of rejuvenation accompanied
the crisig. 30

The caleniation of the age of the streetfighters in 1933 allows a
comparison with the population at large. Since we can assuame that women
and children were not active in Zusammenstoss-violence, the base used for
comparison is the age structure of the male population over fourteen. In
spite of the artificial effect of raising and levelling the ages of the
streetfighters the bagic stracture of the sample is still recognizable, with the
greatest weight now in the mid to late twenties. This represents & severe
distortion of age patterns within the city as a whole, where twenty- to
thirty-vear-olds form less than one.third, thirty- to fifty-year-olds nearly
twice as great a proportion as among the streetfighters. Since variations in
age distribution from one neighbourhood to the next were slight, break-
dowr by district thows a similar pattern of distortion in every community,
although there are differences in structure between varions local groups of
streetfighters, possibly exaggerated by the vartant sizes of local samples,

Family situation

The ages of the streetfighters are closely related to their family situations.
{ne aspect of this, which has bearing on both the character of the
individual’s ties fo the community and his freedom of action, is marits]
status {Table 5). Of the suhiects, 279 provided information on their own
families; 200 were single, This is more than twice the proportion of single
men in the male population at large, bat the distribution is characteristic of
the younger age-groups so strongly represented within the sample. Sixty-
three of the streetfighters had children of their own. OF these, thirteen
described themselves as single {ledig) and one, a father of six, more
ambignously as ‘free’. A further seven, although married, had children too
old to have been conceived since the wedding. In some eases, particularly
where the children were several years old, the interviewees may have been
recording step-children or the children of a previous marriage. But taken
together these circnimstances seem fo reflect the familiar practice amonyg
urban workers of postponed marriage and toleration of fllegitimacy, a
practice enforced by material constraints such as housing shortage and lack
of ather material resources that could make possible a planned and ordered
domestic life. In Neukélin, out-of-wedlock births approached 30 per cent of
live births in some years. ¥

The relative youth of most of the streetfighters makes it possible at the
same time to consider them as children themselves - fifty of them stated
that they were living with their parents - and thereby to place them in the
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Table 5. Marifal status

A, Married Single Divorced Widowed
Sample
Number 72 200 6 i
% 258 71.7 2.2 0.4
Census, %* 624 3.8 24 3.7
B, Single men in age group
Sample Berlin 19337

Number of % of those in age Single men in
singie menz  group giving status  age group, %

15-20 50 163.0 99.9
20-25 116 86.6 89.2
26-30 26 473 54.8
3i-33 4 26.7 275
36-40 £ 333 14.9

* of male population over 14. Source: S1fR 1934, p. 9; 1936,
P10
4 Source: StOR, 451/2,p. 127

social history of contemporary Germany. As a group, they did not belong to
the “front generation’; only ffty-three of them were old enough to have
served in the war. Rather, they were the sons of that generation, and the
conflict had affected them indirectly, though deeply. Ten had lost fathers in
the war, and the father of one had died in 1921 as the result of a wound
received in combat. Bight others reported simply that their fathers were
dead. (One was an orphan; another stated: ‘parents unkaown’.)
Bvidence about the living arrangements of the fighters, based on a
combination of their own festimony and information provided by the Berlin
Directory, suggests that still more of them had suffered the loss of thelr
fathers: twenty-three were living with their mothers, eleven of whom were
named as widows, & further eighieen lived in apartments registered under
the name of widows of the same name, and five single men between
seventeen and tweniy-seven vears of age lived with female relatives not
listed as widows. This is not a tremendously high figure, i view of the fact
that something over seventeen per cent of heads of families in Berlin in
1933 were widowed or divorced women. *® The special hardships suffered
by the children of single women - lack of money to pay for an apprentice-
ship, the need to begin earming as much as possible as early as
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posstble - gave an extra dimension to the economic insecurity that piagued
the streetfighters’ generation.

information about where other Hghters were living, evidence of the
shortage of cheap housing, may serve as a reminder not only of the cramped
and distressed conditions in which the working class dwelt, but also of the
unavoidably public and open character of the lfe they led. Apart from the
fifey-five living with their parents, fifty lived with other relatives, one with
his wife’s, one with his girliriend’s family. Of one of the roadworkers
prosecuted in the Kuetemeyer case, married with a three-month-old
daughter, the Wedding welfare burean reported:
The wife lives with her parenes .. B is registered as living with his parents, but
sometimes sleeps in the home of his parents-in-law, Because of the unfavourable
housing conditions, the couple Hves durlng the semmer in a garden-alictment in
Saatwinke! [Reinickendorfl, which belongs to the wife’s mother ™
Sixty-one Bred, presaemably as lodgers, with people not obviously relations,
and four gave taverns or pensions as their address. Two were homeless, one
gave an address identified in the eity directory as ‘barracks’, one shared a
boathouse, and seven, including two of the Felseneck defendants, were
hving in garden aliotments. Two named as their dwellings places klentified
by the Directory as construction sites; one of them, not, one suspects,
without irony, gave his address as “Colony “Wet Earth™, Catwalk 6°.4¢

Religion

The category of information that ostensibly has the least to tell us about the
social condition of the streetfighters, namely religion, none theless throwsa
particiiariy sharp light on their consciousness. 210 gave evidence on this
point (Table 6). The most significant group among the streetfighters is that
of the Dissidenten. They are overrepresented even in Neukdlin, which had
the highest proportion of registered dissenters in the city, This reflects very
clearly the influence of radical politics, and particulariy of the Communist
Party, which had been ieading the drive for resignation from the Churches
since the early twenties. Of the delegates to the Berlin conference of the
Kampfhund in 1931, seventy-seven per cent had officially turned their
backs on organized religion.® Describing his Hfe in gaol, the Moabit
RFB-man Anion Krause wrete: ‘In thig block vou can see a DD (Dissident)
hanging on almost every door - a real Communist colony.”#

Among these naming a religion Protestants outweighed Catholics, as was
characteristic of the population of Berlin and of each of is sections. The
actual representation of Catholics among the streetfighters citywide was
considerahly closer fo the norm than that of Protestants. This was little
more than half of what it would be in a representative sample, a function of
the high proportion of Dissidenten. The relative representation of Catholics
amonyg the streetfighters varied widely from one part of the city to the next,
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Table 6. Religion

Protestant  Catholic  Jewish  None  (ther

1. Berdin
Sample
Nuamber 79 16 0 1134 2%
o 7.6 7.6 0 538 10
Census, % 711 160.4 3.8 142 0.5
2. Newkdiin
Sampie
Nunber 24 3 0 428 0
o 314.8 4.3 O 609 O
Census, %° £7.9 R.3 09 222 0.7
3. Centrai Berlin®
Sampie
Number 3z 8 0 48 1k
@ 368 S.0 { 539 1.3
Censas, 9 H8.8 5.4 39 15.8 4.5

* Miite, Tiergarten, Wedding, Prenziauer Berg, Friedrichshain, Kreuzberg
+Enchudes 113 Dissident, 1 ‘ohne’, 1 ‘keine’

i 1 ‘freiveligids’, 1 “neu-apostolisck’

e 4] Dissident, 1 “keing’

b “nev-gpostelisch’

e Sowrce: S 1934, p. 1G

reflecting, perhiaps, pre-existing patterns of confesstonal association among
the fighters.

Fhere are o professed lews in the sample, although one of the murderers
of Horst Wesset was described by the Nasi prosecutor as ‘of non-Aryar
descent’, This is understandable, in view of the largely non-proletarian
character of Berlin's Jewish community, and the KPD's relative neglect of it
on that account. It was not untii the Nazis had taken power and infroeduced
their racial legislation that Communist officialdom began to treat the Jews
as such as one of those groups whose situation qualified them for
recruitment to the fight against fascism.’* Other evidence, though scanty,
suggests that the prevatling attitude of the streetfighters towards Jews was
one of routine anti-semitism, recognizing them as a special group but not
extending 10 dogmatic racialism or indiscriminate hostility. Anton Krause's
letter from prison reflects something of this:

Teli Mrs Q... the few ... is inmy celi-block, vou know, the old leaseholder on the social
chab, who cheated the tenants cut of thelr deposit. Now the fet cat has to clean out
his own bunker like the rest of us, But what's the word, what'li he get ? Probation, of.
Katzeneflenbogen etc. *Only’ cheated little folk. These bandits belong up against the
wall.
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The Jewish boss or shyster, even the Jews at Party headquarters, were a
stock object of contempt,* but one of the members of the inner circle of
Fischerkietz activists was half Jewish, as his nickname, ‘Jew-Noris’, attested,

Geagraphical mobility

The Bphters’ place of birth and the length of time they had lived in Berlin
should offer a key to their social condition and the strength of their local ties
(Table 7). Of them, 317 named their place of birth, of whom 122, or thirty-
eight per cent, had been born outside Berlin, Their birthplaces showed a
distribution. characteristic of Berlin immigrants. Tweniy-two came from
Brandenburg, seven of them from the immediate environs of Beglin, and
fifty-five - the largest group - from the Prussian east: Pomerania, Silesia,
¥ast and West Prussia and Posen. Forty were from other parts of Germany,
inchuding sixteen from Ceniral Germany, ten from the Rhineland, six from
Southern Germany, and eight from Northern Germany. Four had been
born in Hamburg, two in Diisseldorf, and one each in Bremen, Braun-
schweig, Leipzig, Chemnitz, Halle and Munich,

Unfortenately, the only published statistics available for reference are too
far from the position of the sample, either chronologically or in terms of the
base they choose, to be strictly comparable, The last census in which place
of birth was recorded was n 1910, when it was revealed that just over forty
ner cent of the inhabitants of the six districts of Berlin had been born there.
In the census of 1925, respondents were asked where they had been living
at the outbreak of the war in August 1914. Of the three-and-a-half miliion
Berliners who had been alive in 1914, 81.6 per cent had been living in the
city then.*s The proportion of native Berliners in the sample, sixty-{wo per
cent, falls uncomfortably between these two figures. In view of the
cumnudative effects of war, revolution, toflation, stabilization, and de-
pression, there is no reason to expect that the citywide fgures for 1930-3
would be comparable to those of 1910. The resalts of the 1925 census are
relevant only if we assume that everybody born in Berlin before 1914 and
living in Berlin during the depression was also living in Berlin in both 1914
and 1925, and also that anybody ot born in Berlin moved to the city after
1914.

While we must therefore reluctantly abandon the measure of represen-
tativeness int this case, it is possible to evaluate the *setiledness’ of the
fighters in absohste terms. Among those born in Berlin, 44 specifically
named the districe in which they lived as their birthplace. Of the Neuksln
men for example, thirty-two had been born in Neukslin (or Rixdorf, as i
was called until 1912), four explicitly named other parts of Berlin, and
nineteen stated simply “Berlin’. In the six districts of Mitte, Tiergarten,
Wedding, Prenzlauer Berg, Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg, which together
were described for administrative purposes as Berlin before 1920, seventy-



Table 7. Place of birth and age

15-37 18-200  21-2%  26-30  31-35 3640 Over 40 Total

Same district of Berlin 2 X2 18 & i1 { a 49
Different district of Berlin - O 5 I3 [ i1 1 Q 24
“Berdin’ 7 40 40 22 g 3 2 122
Suburbs i 3 3 i 1 it i 7
Brandenbamrg O H 1% 0 1 4] 4 17
Eastern regions® 0 10 23 1% 4 2 5 35
Central Germany?t 0 2 5 f 1 1 1 1&6
QOther perts of Germany 0 2 12 3 1 4 1 24
Oiniside Germany (} i 1 1 i ] i 4] 3

* Pomerania, Silesia, East and West Prussia, Posen
T Saxony, Thuringia



202 Beating the Fascists ?

six out of the 147 fighters had been born in “Berliny’, as against twelve from
other districts and Bfty.eight from oud-oftown - probably, though not
certainly, a sign that they were still iving in the district where they were
barn.

There v a distinct relationship between ‘setiledness’ and age. The
yournger the stregifighters were, the more likely they were to have been
barn in the city. {f the ninety.-nine men between eighteen and thirty born
outside of Berlin, moreover, sixteen were living with their parents and
sixteen with relatives who might have been their parents. Nine gave other
evidence of having been in Berfin for several years, while only sixteen gave
clear evidence of having come to the city alone or since growing up.
Assuming that the fighters were in any sense representative of the
population at large, some such pattern: was inevitable; simnply by virtue of
their age, older people are more likely to have had the opportunity to move
abont the country. In themselves, however, the relatively close local ties of
the young people who form the bulk of the sampie appear to confirm the
points raised in Chapier 6 about the neighbourhood context of political
violence: the defence of the Kietrz was the business not of anxious
immigrants, but of embattied natives.

Delingquency and devignee
Finally, the documents provide some other, not easily quantifiable but
nonetheless telling indicators, which offer further insight info the social
background to the fighting. The first of these is criminality. The perception
of contemporary ebservers, that there was a significant degree of overlap
hetween political and non-political delinguency, has already been dis-
cussad. [ have tried to suggest that in so far as the police records of the fighters
reflected an objective reality, both forms of delinguency were manifestations
of a set of values and postures shared by organizatiens like the cliques,
which were both actually disruptive and officially labelled by the authorities
as sociopathic, and the Communist groups compelled by policy and
necessity alike to operate within the working-class milieu as it was. Of the
streetfighters surveyed, eighty-seven had previously been sarrested for
offenices that were not obviously political. There is a very wide margin for
miginterpretation here, given the tendency of the judicial authorities to
eriminalize political acts. Grabbing a bunch of leaflets from the hand of a
political adversary might eventually appear as ‘theft’ in the individual’s file,
or selling literature as “unlicensed peddiing’. I we nevertheless choose to
read at least some previous convictions as a guide to the fighters’ ‘pre-
political’ condition, it is important to distinguish, on the one hand, between
actnal crimes of ‘comportment’ - crimes of violence against persons and
property - and actnal economic crimes, committed for personal gain, and,
on the other, between the actual incidence of crime {of which police records
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are a notoricusly poor reflection} and the fact of the individual's coming to
the attention of the police.

The crimes of ‘comportmeni’ merge with minor offences against
representatives and agents of the state. They can be seen as reflecting both
enlturally influenced styles of action and interaction and the kinds of
experiences that the strestfighters had of the exercise of state power by
virtue of their soctal situation. In individual cases, they inciuded such
offences as assauit and baitery, darmage to property, arms violations,
disturbing the peace, constraint, extortior, threats, trespassing, resisting
arrest, freeing of prisoners, insulting an officer. These charges might arise
from the characteristic activities of delinguent gangs, as well as being
routine in cases of riet or Zusammenstoss-violence. Beyond this, however,
an ordinary altercation with the ever-present and unpopular policeman, or
a spontanecus outburst of temper in the labour exchange might result in
prosecution under one of these headings.*®

The ¢lass of economic offences tells us something more abhout the fighters’
material way of life. There appear several whose ‘delinquent’ character is
manifestly arbitrary : begging, vagrancy, gambling, and peddling without a
Eeence. These are occupational crimes of the fnancially insecure and the
non-specialist poor. The occupational offence of the carter, cruelty to
animais, appears more than once, and the eonvictions of the older fghters
tnclude the delict of the soldier in arms, desertion, as well as the more long-
term occupation of piraping, The number of offences whose sole aim was
personal gain points to a situation in which jow wages or unemplioyment
made the search for a second source of income imperative. One of the youths
prosecited following the incident at the Pharus-S#le in 1927 {see above, p.
19}, a nineteen-year-cid, had recently given np 2 job ag a machinist in an
engineering works and was receiving unemployent support as a counctl
worker:

When it is pointed out to the youth that his elegant clothes do not tally with the low
income that he has had for vears ... he admits that he has other things going besides
the unemployment money, he won’t say what king of things ... is seriously wamed

to make an effort to get work. We have the impression that the yvouth is a very sharp
and enferprising person.¥’

Pilierage and embezzlement, characteristic and traditional expedients of
transport workers, warchousemen and other casual labourers,® are
represented here, as are burglary, robbery, receiving stolen goods and
fraud. Fifty-one of the streetfighters had been convicted of one, many of
several of these. 1t is worth noting in this context that the streetfighters with
previous convictions are not manifestly drawn from the ‘residunm’ of the
proletariat, the casual unsettled groups traditionally identified as the
‘dangerous classes’. Qur occupational categories A, B, C, ‘workers’ and
non-induastrial occupations are represented among them in roughly the
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same proportions as in the sample as a2 whole with only a very skight bias
towards the lower classes: 27, 19, 16, 21 and 4 respectively. Fhis appears
to confirm the suggestion above, that the streeffighters belonged to a section
of the working class in which nominal distinctions of status veited common
conditions of demoralization, insecurity and impoverishment.

To what extent can the fact of having been arrvested itself be regarded as a
marker of social position? It is well known that the relative visibility of
certain groups in the population and the expectations that the police and
public opinion have of them affects the rate at which they come under
suspicion of having committed crimes or come into conflict with the
police,® In Berfin in the 1920s and 1930s, those most likely to suffer from
this kind of discrimnination - apart from political groups - were groups of
men, especially young men, and people conspicucusly badly or unusually
dressed. In addition, the more thme one spent on the streets or in the parks,
the more likely one was to come up against the police. And again, we know
of specific practices in the reporting of crime that discriminated against the
least well-off. ln Berlin during the First World War, a survey of employers
revealed that most of them would overlook minor criminal acts on the part
of apprentices, but unskilled labourers wouid be both dismissed and
reported to the police if they were caught committing or were known to
have committed punishable offences.* In fact, the relative valnerability of
young people to criminalization is not unequivocally confirmed by the case
of the streetfighters ; their median age and median year of birth both make
them older, as a group, than the sample as a whole (twenty-five and 1905
as against twenty-three and 1908), On the other hand, thirty-eight of the
eighty-seven had been born outside Berlin, 2 somewhat higher proportion
than in the sample as a whole. This accords with contemporary reports that
there was a disproportionate number of immigrants among convicted
crimicals, and especially juveniles, a circumstance that criminologists
explained both by the relative poverty of migrants and by the fact that,
being unfamiliar with the city and its ways, they found it harder to escape
arrest than their native confederates.

Another characteristic of the streetfighters that is interesting as much for
the fact that such information exists as for its intrinsic value is the incidence
of disease and disorder ~ physical, emotional and domestic. One Neukdln
AJG member was crippled on his left side, another pieaded epilepsy when it
was proven that he had been at the scene of a fight. The fathers of three were
described as heavy drinkers, and of one Richard Most the child welfare
bureau reporied: °.. the sitzation of the family, economic and otherwise,
makes uninterrupted care and supervision necessary..." He had been sent off
to a home in the country at the age of elever and returned little improved ;
one of the Wedding activists had been placed in Frirsergeerziehung at eleven
ard been through teninstitutions and twenty escape attempts hefore he was
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finaily released at twenty-one - ona the very eve of the Depression. Arthur
Hagen, Neukdlin, suffered from every possible disability : his {ather drank,
there was conflict in the family, attacks of brain fever meant that he had to
attend a remedial school, and fnally he was relegated to the FE.7 Oito
Sknger, known in Krenzberg as a leader of “acelads’, was known to his social
workers as a bedwetter. In the words of the same agency, one of Singer’s
neighbours was ‘easily excitable’ ; another was characterized as ‘intellectu-
ally limited’, a third ‘gives the impression of an intellectaally very inferior
person’.® Even the KPD advocate in the Richardstrasse case thought it
tactically worthwhile to emphasize the emotional problems of his
clients - the fanctional literacy of ope, the adolescent suickde attempt of
another,

In these cases, to relate the observations of the aathorities is not merely,
perhaps not even, to recond the actual pathology of ife in the working-class
slagm. The concern to excuse and extenate was as much a part of the soctal
waorker’s brief as of the defence lawver’s.* And, again, it wonld be a mistake
to dismiss the argument that those young people who were caught and
tried, whether guilty or not, were most likely to be the ones who were
stowest on their feet or most notoriously troubled and roublesome. Finally,
however, the very fact that the tragi-comic trivia of everyday life were
subject {o such scratiny was a condition that these sireetfighters shared
with anyone who had had dealings with the law or calied on the aid of the
social services. Bt reflects the real limitations on their freedom of action that
they encountered as members of an impoverished and economically
dependent class, and as such is both a marker of their political sitoation and
a measure of their political powerlessness.

The biographical data on the streetfighters reflect with some consistency
the character of the wehrhafter Kempf as a fight to maintain or recover
actual power in the neighbouarhoods. It is the Jocation of the fighting, rather
than its roots in a radical analysis of politics, that seems to determine the
character of the participants. This is apparent not only in the youth and
relative settbedness of the streetfighters, but alse in their occupations. While
the type of the traditional political or industrial militant is not entirely
absent, the sample is dominated hy those for whom the neighbourhood was
atleast as important a context {or the experience and interpretation of social
relations as the workplace. For some, like construction workers, some
drivers and metaiworkers in small sheps, the street and the workplace were
tdentical. For the many with histories of irregular employment, whether as
a fupction of individual circamstances or, as in the case of metalworkers, of
the destabilization of whole trades, presence in the streets and neipghbhour-
hoods wag the corollary to absence from the workplace. This was most
obviously true for those whe were unemployed at the moment of being
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arrested and interviewed. It has been pointed out that the streetfighters
were no more unemploved than their occupations wonld lead us to expect,
but the fact that they belonged to trades which, even in the Depression,
suffered relatively high rates of unempicyment is itselfl significant. And
absence from the workplace was more than simply a matter of location.
Urnempioyment generated a sense of grievance, of course. But, equaly
important, it meant that both people’s understanding of whom they were
fighting and what they were fighting for and their experience of how they
could fight were bounded by the alternatives provided by the neighbour-
hood. Alongside workers in construction and transport for whom the
exercise of physical force was part and parcel of econemic activity, we have
found othersfor whom if represented the only instrument available after the
toss of the means of applying economic or political pressure. Consideration
of the fighters’ day-to-day relationship with the state and relative ex.
perience of its efficacy in defending their inierests produces a similar
picture : the streetfighters include some, like transport and casual workers,
whose occupational traditions of petty crime set them in natural epposition
to the police. At the same time, it appears that many other fighters had had
confrontations with the police and public welfare agencies, with at best
ambivalent resuits, by virtae simply of being relatively poor and ecopomi-
cally unstable.

H the overwhelming impression given by the social and occupational
histories of the sireetfighters is one of economic distress and, above all,
insecurity, it is clear that the fighters were more than Lumpenproletarier. By
any definition of the term, lumpen - or such associated expressions as ‘mass
worker® or ‘the unemployved’ tout court - can hardly do justice to men
whose descriptions of themselves would, in a previous generation, have
marked them as members of the stable middie to upper ranks of the working
class, The fact that people like this were suffering as they were points to
significant, large-scale changes in the shape of political life. The reorganiz-
ation of major industries invelved the destruction of existing traditions of
political organization and action within the factories. Raticnalization
provided an opportunity for the removal of shop-floor militants, while de-
skifling undermined the sense and reality of occupational community
which made militancy effective, and the new patterns and tempos of work
severgly restricted the possibilities for discossion and action at the
workplace. Even amony the historically militant metalworkers, the decline
in frade-union membership in the mid-1920s suggests that the young
workers so strongly represented among the streetfighters stepped into a
political vacoum when they entered the workplace.™ In their work
situations, the cardinal grievance of insecurity coincided with the with-
drawal of the traditional political and economic means of response. And, of
course, many found Jittle or no werk at all ; rationalization brought chronic
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unemptoyment and underemployment to large sections of ehe fabour foree,
The conditions were thereby created for a general shift in the instruments
and objects of radical action as well as, most obviously, in ifs Jocation : from
the sirike to the demonstrative or coercive use of physical force, from
actions against the wielders of economic power in the private sector to direct
pressure on representatives of the state, either as agents of official viclence
or as administrators of a new kind of economic dependence, from the
waoarkplace to the neighbourhood, In examining the development of political
viclence iIn working-class neighbourhoods we may see, beyond the
desperate acts of a section of a militant minority party, the signs of the
breaking of the monld of working-ciass politics,
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Conclusion: Communist politics in
the Weimar Republic

The streetfighting of the Depression years was one conseguence of a shift in
the bases of working class and popular politics. The changes were both
materiai and organizational ; new kinds of political movements appeared as
the economic and social structures throngh which the old ones had
operated broke down. The migration of working-class radicalism from the
workplace to the neighbourhood was a function equally of the effects of
empioyment patierns and the beginnings of the welfare state on the way
collective interests were structured and perceived and of the specific politics
of the radical working-class party, the KPD. The terror of the SA, asonc of a
whole range of grievances peculiar to the neighbourhood and a threat
specifically directed against working-class radicalism, evoked a response
with the weapons familiar to the neighbourhood, There the active use of
physical force, by bailiffs, policemen, ‘criminals’ and ordinary people was a
form in which power was commonly exercised; and violence gained in
importance as the Depression diminished the workers” capacity to parti-
cipate in the cash nexus.

This helps to explain why the neighbourhoods became an object of the
poiitical fight and why, once the NSDAYP had raised its chalienge, the fight
became an increasingly bloody ene. It does not explain why the KPD found
it impessible to transiorm ‘individual terror’ into ‘mass terror’, except
insofar as the wse of economic force through boyeotts, rent-strikes and
protest strikes was intrinsic o the conception of ‘mass terror’, I have argued
that the same culture of the neighbourhood that encouraged the use of
physical force dictated that viclence would be organized in a particular
way - that the defence of the community would be ‘delegated’ by default to
small groups of mostly young men. Thereis also a prima facie common sense
in the expHeit and implicit arguments of the streetfighters: that the
‘individual terror’ of the strongest, most daring and most mobile members
of the community was a natural and on the whole effective way of
preventing and avenging Nazi attacks and that the toughness of the 8A,
which attracted some yvoung men nearly as often as it threatened others,

208
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had o be met by an equally visible toughness on the part of the
Communists. But these practices and arguments represent short-term
political strategies, self-evident cnly in the context of a particular culture;
they referred back to that culture and tended to reinforce it. And that
culizre was esgentially a defensive one, one that made it possible to survive
in wretched circumstances but no more. The aim of the KPD was always to
transiorm the culture of self-defence into an offensive revohationary
movement, and its efforts so to politicize its own membership were reflected
in challenges to the categories in which its members thought {as on the
question of sexual réles) as well as the more common exhortations to
action. In Berlin, a sustained practice of mass terror uader Communist
ieadership would arguably have represented such a breakthrough. Among
the reasons why this did not happen we can count the elements of unclarity
and inconsistency in the Party line itsell, including a readiness on the part of
KPD) leaders and propagandists to appeal directly to the simple urge fo ‘put
the boot in’. But the fallure of the policy of mass terror had as much to do
with wider social and political circumstances as with the terms in which the
KPD presented them to ifs followers,

If we consider the incidents that the XPD itself held up as models of imass
terror at a critical period, those in Braunschweig and Nowawes in the
autumn of 1931, it is clear that their principal basis was the ad hoc
cooperation of sections of the working class - which ususlly meant the
realization of a local *united front’ between Social Democrats and Commu-
nists. This in turn depended on the histories and structures of the local
workforces, the relative inflaence of the two working-class parties and, not
ieast, the local character and composition of the state. In Nowawes, an
industrial town of some 27,000 peopie in the suburbs of Greater Berlin,
what impressed the KPD leadership most was the carrying out of a relatively
effective protest strike following the murder of two young workers by the
SA. But what seems most significant is that although Nowawes was the
location of considerable private industrial concerns the protest strikes took
place overwhelmingly in municipal offices and in locations where the
unemployed were engaged in public works projects, key areas of radical and
Communist inflaence.?

On the situation in Braunschweig, where the KPD leadership praised the
combination of physical defence on the streets and protest strikes, we have
more information, and the determinants of action appear more complex.
Braunschweig was a much smaller city thap Berlin; it had 2 more heavily
concentrated working-class population with a large component of highly
skilled metalworkers, which had before the War developed a strong Social
Democratic movement, This was a workforce, moreover, with a history of
independent solidaristic action, a characteristic most potable among
Braunschweig's young workers; for example, the imposition of a com-
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pulsory savings plan for workers eighteen and under during the War
evoked large-scale strikes in Braunschweig, while in Berlin the only sign of
discontent was the widespread passive resistance of mdividuals in collusion
with their parents. As a result of this tradition there was arguably a
significant middle ground between the SPI) right wing and the KPD on
which militant workers could continue to act. Perhaps more important,
throughout the 1920s the XPD in Braunschweig was both relatively weak
and ill-disciplined by the standards of the Party Central; in 1929 the local
KIVD suoffered mass expulsions rather than accept the increasing formai
suppression of internial discussion.? There therefore existed the precon-
dittons for cooperation among the members of the labour movement. But
the spur to collective action against the assault of the massed SA was
provided by the fact that since September 1931 the NSDAP had been in
power inn Braunschweig ; the Hnk between state terror and SA terror was
self-evident and in the face of a common enemy the workers had no
recourse except 1o one another.

in the light of these examples, it is clear that the voluntaristic conviction
of the KPD leadership, that H only all Comraunists did exactly as they were
told the Party could transform the situation single handed, was a dangerous
illusion. The ways in which the Party even sabotaged the practical
realization of the united front by insisting on its correct implementation
‘from below’ are notorious. But we need to consider, too, how the terms in
which the KPD interpreted the political situation and the images of
themselves that it presented to ity actual and potential supporters, o the
extent that they gained credibility from the experience of sections of the
working ¢lass, did influence people’s actions, and also what that implied for
the success or failure of its policies. Here the guestion of the relationship
between the working class and the state is crucial.

When the KPD organized and agitated in the neighbourhoods and
around areas of working-class concern outside the workplace, it entered an
arensd inn which members of the working class confronted the state directly,
in the person of the agents of the police, the legal system and the welfare
services. The consciousness of this is apparent in the Party’s campaigns
around Issues of social policy and public welfare, which were elevated to the
status of 2 major aspect of KPD agitation afier the Unemployment Insurance
Act was passed in 1927.3 And it became explicitin the Comintern’s plans for
organizing proto-insurrectionary movements in the “Third Period’. This
was entirely in keeping with the aims and character of the KPD; as
a revolutionary party, it had to be preoccupied with questions of the
control of state power, and all its activities airped at simultaneously
making the people aware of the character of the state and endermining
its capacity to function. Sometienes this policy dictated a posture of sheer
obstructionism and sometimes it meant that the KPD took on the fask
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of calling for specific reforms to make government more subject to workers’
control.

The KPD thereby came {o speak for the members of the working-class
who, by virtue of being young or unsteadily employed, had to deal with the
representatives of the state, as adversaries and as arbiters of a relationship of
economic dependence, af least as often as they faced an employer in
industrial condlicts. For people whose principal frame of reference was the
neighbourhood, moreover, the Party’s theoretical analysis may wel have
had a certain credibility, since it addressed specifically political relations and
events in the broadly political reabm of the streets. | have suggested that the
fink that was regularfy made in KPD propaganda between Nazis and the
police was the result of deliberate calculation, but it resonated with both a
long-standing hatred of the police and the current perception that the SA
never appeared en masse in a working-class neighbourhood without police
protection. That is, ever where the police did not openly side with the Nagis,
they were themseives old enemies of the radical working class, and the
presence of the SA always brought with it their hostile presence. By the
same token, the ‘social fascism’ thesis, which was, after ail, about the
behaviour of the Social Demaocrats in gevernmeni, mean{ something in
areas, iike Prussia, where Social Pemocrats were in charge of the
administration of the police and social welfare and to people who were on
the receiving end of that adminigtration. The idea of a single fascist front,
Nagis-police-state administration-SPD, thus confirmed, might actnally
have given individuaal streetfighters the sense of being engaged in a mission
much wider than mere self-defence, providing the bridge between revo-
lutionary hopes and beating the fascists.

In the long run, however, the KPIYs theoretical understanding of the
natere of working-class politics invelved the whole Commumnist movement
it a series of contradictions. Three assumptions underlay the arguments
and analysis of the Party’s spokesmen, each of which, as used within the
movermnent, served fo obscure the actual prospects and limitations of
Communist getivity. First, in spite of the Party’s insmirectionary heritage,
the idea that the state as such conld be either an independent object of
struggle or a source of material and social goods worth fighting for was
avershadowed by the orthodox view of capitalist society as a system in
which the state administered the affairs of the miing class (economically
defined). In KPD theory, the economic and political spheres were
indistingnishable - although this did not prevent XPD spokesmen from
tatking about the transition from economic to political struggles, sometimes
with distinctly surreal resnits. The same functionalist view, of conrse, made
possible the ‘social fascism’ thesis. The second, and related premise of X¥FD
politics, was the definition of the working clags exclusively as a sociaf grony
essentially generated by capitalist produetion refations, which experiences
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both comsnon interest and commeon strength at the point of production (in
the factories} and iz therefore the motor for transformation of society.
Finally, the Communist Party defined ttself as the party of the working class,
or at any rate of #s most progressive and in that sense most Tepresentative
sections.,

Now, each of these premises has a long and respectable tradition ; each of
them continues to generate serious discussion among Commumists and
non-Communrists alike. For the KPD they became problematic because in
the language of the Comintern they were used equally with analytical and
with programmatic force. This meant that there was always a danger of
slippage in the arguments of the KPD leadership between statements about
what the Party was dotng and exhortations about what the Party ought to
he doing, and the net resulf was at best ambivalence and uncertainty, at
worst Hlusions abeut what was actually happening. To be more concrete:
the KPP won a significant and largely working-class constituency during
the closing years of the Weimar Republic by appealing to experiences and
perceptions in the sphere of politics and by agitating around particualar
kinds of interests ; these were peculiar to sections of the working class but
perceived as arising out of social relations outside the workplace, and
especially out of the relationship between some workers and the siate. At
one level, this appeal represented a conscious strategy on the part of
Commaunist tacticians. At another, there was an awareness that this was
happening and that it contradicied traditional formulae; this is apparent
both in the Comintern leaders’ ambivalence towards the unemployed
agitation and in the repeated campaigns for ‘boishevization’ and official
anyieties about their failure. At the same time, the tendency of the Party’s
analytical diseourse was to deny not only the utility or legitimacy but even
the reality of such perceived interes{s. As we have seen in Die Rote Fahne's
portrayal of the cligues, the official vocabtiary of the X¥D hardly had the
words to describe working-class mtitants who not only were outside the
ranks of the Party but whose ecollective existence depended on their not
working. Other students of the ¥PD have argued that the relative
insensitivity that the Party displayed {o special needs, once it had mobilized
them, made it difficult {0 retain the allegiance of new recrnits ; this must be
one explanation for its relative failure to appeal to women, sithough they
constituted a significant interest-gronp within our definition - asthe KPD's
mikitantly radical stance on women’s issues acknowiledged.* At least as
important is the way that the “slippage’ in KPD arguments, combined with
a Hegelian optimism that allowed the leadership to see signs of progress in
every setback, encouraged the Parfy to overestimate not only its own
capacity, but its current sirength. The prernises of Commnunist politics made
it possible to celebrate every success for the KPD as & success for the working
class, and that in turn imphed an access of strength to a class already in a
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position to take control of the means of production and thereby of the whole
ecopomic and political system. At the same time, that is, as the Party
deplored its aciual weakness in the factories and expressed doubts about the
prospects for action putside, it féted its neighbourhood constituency as that
very working class that was the motor of social change. The Party also
attempted to bridge the contradiction by seeking analognes to the factories
in the everyday lives of the workers - again, usually in state institutions like
the schools, the labour exchanges and the welfare bureaux. But the
relationship between workers and the state within and ocutside these
institutions was a distinctly more unegual one than that between organized
iabour and the employer, because i rested on varying degrees of physical
coercion over whose use the state had a monopoly in theory and a very
considerabie control in practice. The Party’s refusal o acknowledge the
force of interests arising ouiside the workplace as a basis for solidaristic
working-class action made i difficult to assess accurately the possibilities of
siich action and in particitlar binded the leadership to the fact that workers
conuld be both solidly opposed to a common adversary and relatively weak.

This problem wad directly relevant fo the practice of the wehirhaiter Kampf.
Although the Communist fighters might succeed in beating the Nawis
locally, in the middle and longer terms the fight against the SA abmost
invarigbly brought them into confrontation with the police and the
jadiciary systern - a fight which they could not hope to win. The youths
who protested against the Central Commitiee’s Resolution of November
193} were almost certainly correct in their view that the KPD leadership
was more acutely aware of its own relationship to the state - Hs
legality - than of the risk of injury and arrest that they, ag militant
Communists, ran every day. It is difficult to draw any firm conclusions
abont the wider consequences of the streetfighting, buat we know that it
ended i anger and disillusionment for some rank and fife mernbers before
1933, and it is possible that wider circles of the working class drew fom it
the lessen that the battie for the streets conld not be won.* If that was the
case, then the functions of SA terror may be said to have been just those the
KPD leadership warned against: to draw the fighting energies of the
militants away from the traditional foci of working-class action and onto
the terrain on which the proletariat was at its weakest. What the KPD only
dimiy perceived, however, was that while the terror was a real source of
anxiety, and the terrain on which it operated an infrinsic aspect of working.
class experience, the alternative - work in the factory - was no longer
either an experience common to the whole working class nor a basie of
collective strength even for the employed.

When Hitler was made Chancellor in 1933 the movement that had
inscribed the militant fight against Nafional Socialism on its banners was
exhausted and confused. if the coalescence of the fascist party with the state
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were itself sufficient to inspire spontaneous unity in the labour movement,
Germany ought then to have witnessed a reaction at least as unified and
vigorous as that of Social Democratic and Communist workers in Braun-
schweig ffteen months carbier. But Hitler’s was a legal, bloodless coup, and
the leaders of the working-class parties, trapped as they were by their own
logic, continued to guide the actions of the labour movement. The Social
Democratic leaders hesitated (o precipitate a civil war, which they were
probably correct in thinking the left could not win. The KPD leadership
refused to acknowledge that any significant change had occurred. Georg
(laser, who had arrived misty-eyed in Red Berlin three years earlier,
remembers:

Dead men were found in the surrounding forests, and no one dared to know
anything about them. People disappeared without a sound, and their best friends did
not have the courage to ask where they had gone. Only very rarely did a scream, &
greesome rumony ... make itself heard ; they were paid less notice than everyday
traffic accidents.

The New Age came sifently and invisibly. The only thing one could feel was the
ernptiness that each of its footsteps keft behind, like the emptiness of a bookshelf, rom
which &l the books have suddenly disappeared.

1933 we saw the machine against which all our weapons were useless roli
towards s and roar past a whole summer long, and we thought the attack wouid
never end.®

After the brawling uncertainties of the Depression years, the events of
1933 ushered in a period of relative silence in Berlin, as in most German
cities. With the political leaders of the working class imprisoned, in exile or
underground, heightened police repression and the enforced return to full
employment, the forms and arenas of resistance to fascism were bound to
change in any case, New research is turning up more and more examples to
contradict the still potent image of the proletariat’s passive acquiescence to
National Socialism, especially cases of collective action at the workplace.”
Outside the factories, in the battle for the streets, the Nazis appeared to have
won. Significantly, the forms of working-class resistance in the neighbouy-
hoods continued as before, thoagh on & much smaller scale : the activities of
small groups of mostly young people on the one hand and on the other,
occasional bursts of collective action on the part of whole communities, in
direct response to some extreme provocation. XPD cells continued to
operate, now more than ever conspiratorially, until the majority of them
were liguidated in the mid-1930s.% After a few months in 1933, when the
Nazi police authorities boasted of having wiped oul juvenile crime, the
cligues reappeared in Berlin, some of them obviously cover-organizations
for Communist youth groups and others simply the well-known hiking
ciubs of the slums. By the middle of World War I, the Gestapo had identified
the youth gangs of Germany's cities as bearers of a form of opposition that
expressed itself in physical attacks on the Hitler Youth and could be dealt
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with only through long periods of detention in concentration camps.® In
late 1933, the residents of Wedding could still be moved o hurl lowerpots
when they heard the cry ‘Red Front” and saw a mass of brown shirts ;andin
March 1943 women living near the Rosenthaler Platz (Wedding) staged a
public protest against the deportation of local Jews.'® The new régime’s
determination to face down the sullen resenfment of the old neighbour-
heoods was expressed in the renaming of Friedrichshain after Horst Wessel
and in the special gusto with which the town planners turned to
demolishing Berlin’s rotten housing and clearing its aBotment garden
colonies after 193 3.7 But the fact that after four years of bloody battles ‘Red
Berlin® could answer its ‘conguerors’ with no more than sullen resentment
and the old familiar mechanisms of collective self-defence refiects the
failures of the party that claimed to speak for the Kietz.
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4,63/ V1.1000.44 4.

On the origins and development of the cliques, see Rosenhaft, ‘Organising the
“hunpenproletariat’, pp. 176H.; Q. Voss and H. Schén, Die Cliquen
smgendlicher Verwahrloster als sozialpidagogisches Problem’, in Erfahrungen
der Jugendlichen (Potsdam, 1930}, p. 83 ; Christine Pournier, ‘Ringverein der
Jugend’, Die Welthiihne, xxvi11 (193 1), part |, 90; VW 3 Manch 1923 (A}, 20
July 1923 €B), 5 April 1924 (A), 20 September 1924 (B); Bhrhardt,
‘Citquenwesen’, p. 413, The work of Hellmut Lessing and Manfred Liebel,
Wilde Cliguen {Bensheim, 1981}, provides an outline of the character and
activities of the chiques, based largely on interviews, and also reprints some of
the texts cited here ; the manpuscript of this book was alrcady completed when
Lessing and Liebel’s work was published, and conseguently it has not been
possible to integrate their conclasions into the text.

Fournier, ‘Ringverein’, p. §9.

Ehrhardt, *Chquenwesen’, p. 414; Heinrich Berl, Der Kampf gegen das rofe
Berlin, oder Berlin eine Unterwelts-Residenz (Xarisruhe, 1932), pp. 691 ; Adolf
Lo, Jugendiiche Verbrecherbanden ', VW 9 July 1931 (81

Ehrhardt, ‘Chguenwesen’, p. 414.

Ewecept where ofherwise noted, the following account is based on: Ehrhardt,
‘Chauenwesen’; Fournier, ‘Ringverein’; Voss/Schin; Berl, pp. 63 justus
Ehrhardt, Tugendliche Verbrecher’, VZ 22 May 1932 (Postal edition);
Haffner, pp. 7., 668, 1318F.; Dinse, pp. 108K ; and contemporary press
reports.

B.g. VW 29 October 1923, 24 January 1929, 25 April 193] {al} B), 24
November 1927, 18 June 1931 (both A).

Vess/Schon, p. 83. Cf. Ehrhardt, ‘ingendliche Verbrecher”; Dinse, p. 109,
Ehrhardt, ‘Cliguenwesen’, p. 415,

VW6 February 1928 (B), 30 January 1929 (A); BT 7 February 1928 (B); DAZ
6 February 1928 {A); VZ 7 December 1928 {A}; Staternent of Alfred Tiger, 18
October 1931, LA Bh: 58/29, I, pp. 341

Bhrhardt, ‘Cliquenwesen”, p. 414; Voss/Schén, p. 75; ¢f. ibid, p. 71.
H.REB., ‘Wie igt die Berliner Unterwelt organisiert?’, VZ 5 January 1929
{Postal edition}. Cf. Ruhia, passim ; Engelbrecht, pp. 831, ; Liang, Berlin Police,
pp. 1458, ; Berl, pp. 428,

Cf. Rubla, pp. 618,

Judgment in the Fierschlamm® case: LA Bln 58/31, Appendix. f Justus
Fhrhardt, ‘Die Kriminalitit der jugendlichen in den fahren 1932 und 1933,
ZGStW, 13v (1935}, 685 Franz von Schimidy, Vorgefiihirt erscheint (Stuttgart,
1955), pp. 3434

Von Schmidt, pp. 374, 396L ; Voss/Schin, p. 85. The presence of ‘criminal
elements’ in the ranks of both SA and Commumist formations In Berlin, which
went along with the use by both parties of Ringverein-style names and
organizations as ‘camouflage’, was observed by contemporaries and has
recetved somme attention from historians. In both cases it is most often
mentionaed in order to discredit the party in guestion or to demeonsirate the
senselessness of the stzeetfighting. B.g. Inprekorr x11, Nr 32 €19 April 1932},
962 ; Engelbrechten/Volz, p. 114, Diels, p. 158 ; Engelbrachten, pp. 40, 102,



246

25

26

27

28

29

Beating the Fascists ?

227, 240; Schlesinger, pp. 458, 578; Schwarz, pp. 164, 170; ‘Spartakus’,
German Commurists (London, {19447, p. 63; Arthur Koestler, The Invisible
Writing {London, 1969}, pp. 291 Cf, Saver, p. 847 ; Liang, Berlin Police, pp.
138f.; Broseat, *Die Anfinge’, p. 91.

Voss/Schon, pp. 84fand appendix; RF 4and 10 August, 1 5and 22 September
1923; V7 14 September 1923 (8} Gertrad Ring, © “Sixdostpiraten”™ und der
“tange Stamm”. Die “wilden Klikken™ *, RF 3 April 1931 ; documents on the
“Adlerkralie’ case: LA Bin 58/116.

Wrapper to Frrsorgehdllen, issued by the Central Committee of the XKIVD
{Berlin, [19307; L. Anton [Louis Kaudmannd, “EBin Buch der Jugend’, in Alfred
Rlein, Im Aufirag ihrer Klasse (Fast Berlin/ Weimar, 19725 p. 77 2.
Schomstedt, pp. 25, 14. On Schinstedt’s career, see the autobiographical
notes, bid., p. 129, and police report; LA Bin 58/138, p. 16 and Klein, pp.
54 H. Cf. Hanno Mobias, Der Bote Eine-Mark-Roman®, AfS, x1v {1974},
157212, especially 209L

Statemert of A. Jiger, 18 October 1931 ; Arrest record of E. Irmer ; Statement
of B Irmer, 23 November 1931 ; Report of Jugendamt Neukslin on A. Figer,
28 November 1931; ‘Abt. [, Ii2 L4,B.78/31, 18.2.32" (Police report on
Richardstrasse defendants): LABin 58729, 1, pp. 341 and Appendix; HE p. 21
IV, p. 126; V, pp. 1838 CL also the case of another Cornmunist Youth
member, member of a Neukslln cligue in 19281 A H2, Berfin, 28.11.1930%;
GehStA 219/15, p. 162,

Judgmer in the ‘Fierschlamm’ case (i, 23). Statement of 3. Albrecht; Arrest
records of R. Siebersrmann and 8. Albrecht; ‘LpokbX.13.33 (90.33y: LA 8ln
587311, p. 79 and Appendix ; 11, pp. 19711. CI. the cases of Fritz Marguardt,
1927 member of the RJ, 1928 arrested for attacking SA] members as member
of the Wanderverein Palke and Gustav Barth, who left the Communist Youth
o join the clique ‘Lustig Blut’: Police Report en Margquards, 30 December
1936, LA Bin 58/150, I, p. 124, Staternent of G, Barth, 22 July 1931, LA Bla
58/2595,L p. 15

Statement of G. Bartly {n. 29}; Statement of F. Hammel, 22 July 1931, LA Bln
5872595, 1, p. 17; ‘Bemerkenswerte Parolen und Agitationsmethoden der
KPEY, p. 14, SiABr 4,65/1IV.13 1

Angon, pp. 1701

Ring,  “Stdostpiraten’ und der “Lange Stamm™ °,

VW 12 March 31931 {A), 17 April 1933 (B}; RF 12, 13, 15 and 21 March
193%.

‘Anweisungen sur Durchfiibrung des 5. Mirzaufgebots’, appendix to report of
Polieiprisidium Bochum, 20 March 1930, StABr 4,65/ L H.4.a.30.

See below, pp. 2174, for details of selection and sources.

Statement of A, Ganter, 23 January 1932, LA Bln 38/1034, p. 41.
Statement of F. Netzer, 5 July 1932, LA Bln 58/31, 1, pp. 314

38 StatementofH. Ko, 2 December 1934, LA Bln 58/29, XIV, p. 12; Statement

39
44

of F. Lange, 8 fuly 1930, LA Bln 58/2205, 1, pp. 381, Cf. Statement of A. Wilke,
24 April 1932, and 417a) HP K. 3.32{9.32Y, LABIn 58/21, L p. 40 and ]I,
pp. 11 Seealso LA Bin 58/1;/9,iV /141, pp. 1 708, ; /160, pp. 608; /179, pp.
118H; /180, pp. 32if; /572, p. 3, and below,

See e.g. LA Bin 58/159.1, pp. 1468 ; /180, pp. 524.; /193, pp. 244

Cf. Paual Kiuke, "Der Fail Potempa’, VI, v{19537}, 279-96 and, most recently,
Richard Bessel, “The Potempa murder’, Central Buropean History, X {1977},
241-54.
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Y500 1.polK.5.33 {11.33) and “(500) EpolaX.5.33 {1133, LA Bin
58/19, 1, p. 204 and &I, pp. 1038, (L Engelbrechien/ Velz, pp. 135f; RF 14
January 193 3. The KPD distributed a leaflet in the neighbourhood stating that
Sagasser had been about to join the Communists and had been murdered by
his own comrades: "Wie kamm es zuam Tode des SA-Mannes Sagasser,
Birkenstrasse 7, LA Bin 58/19, &, p. 204,

Statement of A, Eber, 10 May 1932, and 200) 1.polM.18.32(9.32), LA Bin
58/t311, pp. 26ff and 66.

ELPL1221732, Vermerk®, LA Bin 58/33, 1V, pp. 36f {The authorities
deciared that it was not possible {0 determine which side had started the
shooting, and the prosecution was suspended for lack of evidence.}

41 Schw.} B.Lk.7.32 (19.32), LA Bl 88/37, XV, pp. 117H; RF 20, 21,22
January 1932, Cf LA Bin 58/209, pp. 116ff

Staternent of A. Hoch, 20 hune 1932, LA Bin 58/212, pp. 7§ Cf RF 2] Jane
1932,

See for example LA Bln 58/1, {no pagination) (incident of 14 January 1933};
LA Bln: 58/2624, I, pp. 1 (Report on incident of 16 December 1931);1,p. 70
{Staternent of landlord of Communist tavern, 17 December 1931 On local
alarms, see for example LA Bln 58/1, (no pagination){incident of 1 july 1932},
/8, 1V, {nc pagination}; /1071, pp. 4 and 43f; /2223,5ipp. 37H.; 2536,1L, pp.
133ff. On outsiders in the neighbourbood: LA Bl 58/37, XV, pp. 1178
(Felseneck); /139, 1, pp. 1464.; /216, p. 140a; 2223, 1, pp. 374

Cf. Statement of B, Netzer, 5 July 31932 {(n. 373

4473 ILP.].406.31 (79 E/31)/4°, LA Bln 58/160, pp. 60fl,

Copies in the fle LA Bin 538/2506, IV, p. 85. Cf ‘259, Pol. Revier, 14.9.31,
Rericht’, LA Bin 58/600, p. 2; Engelbrechten, pp. 105, 375L; LA Bln
58/1451; Ehrt, p. 141,

Text in ‘RMI, 1AN 2166 i/12.312°, BAK R134/76, p. 41. CL Ehrt, pp.
143L

Statement of A. Rahm, 17 October 1931, LA Bln 58/29, 1, pp. 22f.; Statement
of A. Eber, 6 June 1932, and *Vermerk’: LA Bln 5872205, 1, pp. 721, 82;
“Vermerk®, LA Bln 38/2538, L, pp. 2274

LA Bln 58/2205 and 2353.

12} 1.polKL6.32 (16.32) LA Bin 58/9, IV. Cf. Littinann, Herbert Norkus
und die Hitlerjungen von Beusselkietz, a fictionalized depiction of the incident and
ifs victim.

(300} Lpel.ak.18.34 (101.34Y, LA Bln/58, p. 1.

Statement of F. Kriimer, 9 February 1932, LA Bln 5871071, pp. 2111

See, for example LA Bln 58/301,pp. 1038, /143, 11, pp. 348, /154, pp. B6H;
[158, pp. 73, /139, 1, pp. 14661 ; /172, pp. 54115 /188, pp. 47H.; /207, p.
84; /209, pp. 116ff; /228, pp. 821; /2535, pp. 1061

‘Kartell antifaschistischer fugendorganisationen Berlin, Kartellarbeitspian fiir
den Monat Noversber®, in ‘Mittellungen des IKPA Berlin, Ne. 227 {15
December 1929}, StABr 4,65/ LH.4.4.30.

Statement of F. Krimer, 9 February 31932 {n. 35).

See, for example LA Bin 58/132, pp. 418.; /136, pp. 408.; /572, p. 3.
Lists of items found in possession of H. Schulz and M, Dieffenbach, LA Bin
58/34,1,p. 202 and /2606, p. 136, Cf LA Bln 38/150, I, pp. 1008, /1 76,1,
pp. 143%.; /182, 1, pp. 1014; /189, pp. 32aff;; /193, pp. 24115 /194, pp.
7855 /205, pp. 324, /217, pp. 758 ; /1030, p. 12; Littmann, p. 97,
Statement of G, Hintze, 5 August 1931, LA Bin 58/2595,11, p. 13 Theuse of
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police terms here - Patrouillengdnge, jahnden - is suggestive, altheough the
written statement may be @ police officer”s paraphrase.

Statement of A, Eber, 10 May 1932 (n. 42). Cf. Indictment, 7 September 1930,
LA Bln 5872205, 1, p. 124.

CE LA Bln 38/561; /2353; /53.

Cf. Karl Baedeker, Berlin und Umgebung {Leipzig, 1904}, p. 126 Baedeker,
1923, p. 41.

CL S8 1930, p. E37.

See above, Ch. 4, p. 98. Cf. Statement of A. Eber, 10 May 1932 (n. 42);%{17a)
HPEK.10.33 {14.33), LA Bin 58/34, Iil, pp. 138f.; 4L Schw.) E.1.K.7.32
{19.329, LA Bin 58/37, XV, pp. 1176

{71y ILPL. 30,32 {85.32), 1A Bl 58/228, pp. 820.; “(46) ILP. £.23.32
{47.32), LA Bln 58/2535, pp. 106H.; (17} ILP.L86.30 (24.30%, LA Bin
38/138, pp. 63f

Statement of H, Neu, 16 Decomber 1931, LA Bin 58/2624, 11, pp. 2204
I PL.14.31415.31), LA Bin 58/159, |, pp. 146H. (Steglitz lles between
Schineberg and Lichterfeide, and forms with Lichterfelde, Martendorf and
Fankwitz the twelith Berlin Verwaltungsbezirk.)

Staternent of O, Regenthaler, 25 August 1931, LA Bin 58/2595, F, pp. 78L
Statementof F. Krimer, ¥ February 1932 (n. 55); Statement of I. Korsch, 15
December 1931, LA Bln 58/2624, Hi, pp. 2181

E. Auer, ‘Hin Belirag wurn Kapitel Fluktustion’, in Per 5. Weltkongress der
Kommurdstischen  Jugendinfermtionale.  Diskussions-Senderheft der  ““Tugend-
International® (Berlin, 1928}, pp. 4264

Statement of O. Singer, 25 July 1931 ; Police report on Singer, 7 August 1931
Report of fugendami Kreuzberg, 3 September 1931 LA Bin 58/2595,1, pp.
326,111,133,

Statement of A. Muller, 20 October, 1931, LA Bln 58/29, 1, p. 49. {4
Statement of H. Lessing, 19 October 1931, LA Bln 58/29, i, pp. 64f For
Lessing’s activities, see also LA Bln 58/232, /591, and /2346,

Statement of A. Eber, 18 May 1932 (n. 42); Statements of A. Scherlinski, 20
June 1930 and 29 June 1932, LA BIn 38/2205, L, p. 14and /1311,0.50.0n
Scherlinski, of. Wehner, p. 8.

‘TAEIY, 22,1231, Vertraulich... *, LA Bln 38/2625,1,p. 1.

Statement of A. Wilke, 24 April 1932 (n. 38).

Statement of A, Miiller, 20 October 1931 (n. 74},

Y500) 1.p0olaX 18.34(101.347 {n. 54).

Police report on O, Singer, 7 August 1931 (n. 73}

Statement of A, Bber, 10 May 1932 (n. 42)

Cf. Statement of H. Ko, 2 December 1934 {n. 18): Statemnent of ¥. Lange, 8
Jaly 1930 {n. 38); Statement of B, Gliser, 11 December 1934, LA Bln 58/29,
X1V, pp. 62fF,

Statement of A. Wilke, 24 April 1932 {n. 38); Statemnent of K. Kigber, 27
February 1930, LA Bin 58/138, p. 16, Cf Statement of O. Peters, 16
September 1932, whe attended a Communist meeting “because all his former
school-friends belong to the P : LA Bln 58/236, p. 5.

Ancnymous statement, 1 October 1931, LA Bin 58/1126; Statement of A.
Herbst, 28 Jamzary 1932, LA Bln 58/%, K, pp- 1221

Seatement of A. Eber, 12 May 1932, LA Bln 58/1311, pp. 326 ; Statement of
A, Wilke, 24 April 1932 {n. 38); Police report on K. Moar, 18 February 1932,
LA Bln 58/29, V, p. 186; Statemnent of K, Scheel, 19 October 1931, LA Bla
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58729, I, pp. 53£ ; Statement of A. Schmidt, 4 Febraary 1931, LA Bla 58/
2363, po. 154 Statement of A, Gollwitz, 24 February 1931, LA Bln 58/
2624, 11, p. 29. In other contexts, current and former RFB members confirmed
the maintenance of conspiratorial practice - of. Statemnent of H. Klenk BAK
R134/64, pp. 2381 and Anonyrous report on an REB meeting, 16 October
1932, LA Bln 58/2610, pp. 558 -and the possibility that, in the viclent
Communists who were caught, we are dealing with the failures of the
movement shouid not be overlooked.

86 Seeforexample LA Bin 58/9,%,p.60; /21,5 p. 40; /192, pp. 644, ;/1126,(n0
pagination) ; /29, VIL, pp. 20f. CF. Schénstedt, p. 49 ; above, Chapter 4, p. 9.

87 See for example LA Bln 58/1, (no pagination; {incident of 1 July 1932); /9, 1V
fao pagination); /21, If, pp. 18.; /135, pp. 591.; /138, pp. 6361; /230, pp.
438,

88 StatementeofH. Korn, 2 December 1934 {i. 38); Statement of A, Eber, 12 May
1932 {n, §5}; Statement of A. Ganter, 5 fanuary 1932, LA Bln 58/1034, pp.
304i ; Anonymous statement, 1 Qctober 1931 (n. 84

89 Statementof A. Eber, 12 May 1932 (1. 83). On the weapons of the Fischerkictz
group, cf. Anonymous statement, 17 August 1931,1A Bln 58/1034,p. 1.

90 See for example LA Bln 58/1; /136, pp. 408, ; /566, p. 4. I, Statement of H.
Korn: ‘my official Verkehrslokal’ {n. 38} (300) 1. poL.b.X.13.34 (60.34), LA
Bin 58/22, {no pagination}, shows the Party local and the defence group
meeting simultaneously in the same tavern. Cf. Statement of A, Fher, 10 May
1932 {n. 42}

91 Statement of K. Waiter, 28 February 1931, LA Bin 58/1462, pp. ¥, X The
comment of the police: ‘FWailter! politically known to us, because his tavern is
frequented primarily by Communists who meet there and discuss attacks on
their pofitical opponeats.’, ihid., p. 1} ; Statement of H. Meyer, 11 December
1931, LA Bin 58/2624, i, p. 160,

92 See above, Chapier 1, p. 19. H remains 10 be seen whether the ideal-type of the
embattled SA-barracks corresponded to everyday reality; the docaments |
have seen soggest that the seli-contained dormitory was an exception in
Berlin, in conirast to the more traditional type of hang-out or headguarters,
from which SA-men ordinarily returned after meetings to their homes in the
neighbourhood. The contrast of selfdmages between Communist and Nagi
taverns remains significant, however, as a key to social attitudes.

93 4500} lLpolbk.13.34 {60.34) {n. 90); Statement of A. Gollwits, 25
December 1931, LA Bln 58/2624, 1, p. 36.

94 Statement of A. Eber, 12 May 1932 (s 85).

95 Neukrantz, pp. 261, 34. CL Schinstedt, pp. 358,

96 Statement of M. Olbrysch, 14 July 1932, LA Bln 58/31, 1, pp. 551, Cf also
Petersen, pp. 15, 50, and 119,

97 Lisbeth Franzen-Hellersberg, Die fugendliche Arbeiterin, Thre Arbeitsweise und
Lebensform (Tiibingen, 1932), pp. 46ff; ¢f. Dinse, pp. 4, 17111,

98 Cf. Renate fridenthal, ‘Beyond “Kinder, Kiiche, Kirche”: Weimar women at
work’, Central European History, v1{1973}, 157,

99 Dehn, Proletarische Jugend, p. 50.

00 O Kontos, pessim; Grosstzan, passim; Michael Rohrwasser, Saubere
Midel—Starke Genossen {Prankfurt aM., 1975) Chapter 2, especiatly pp.
79-104; Richard ]. Evans, Sozieldemokratic und Frauenemangipation im
Dentschen Kaiserreich {Berlin/Bonn, 1379); Robert Neuman, “The sexual
question and Social Democracy in Imperial Germany’, Journal of Social
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History, vi1 (1974), 271-86; Stefan Bajohr, “liegitimacy and the working
class; Hamarried mothers in Brunswick 1900-1933, in Richerd ], Evans
(ed.}, The Cerman Working Cluss 1888-1933: The Politics of Everyday Life
(Londor 1981}, pp. 2154

101 Cf Bridenthal, ‘Beyond’, p. 162 ; Dinse, pp. 6021, ; James Wickham, “Working-
class movement and working-class Ble’ (Uinpublished M8, 1981},

102 Statement of B, Matteck, 27 December 1931, LA Bl 58/2624,V, p. 38.

103 Statement of A, Schmidt, 4 February 1931 (. 85} and LA Bin 58/2363,
passim.

104 Seee.g Valiin, pp. 4561 ; Engelbrechten, pp. 152, 224,

105 Von Lisst, ‘Kriminalitét .. 1928, 1929 und 1930% . 254

106 IA, HI G. 8t., Berlin, den 8. Mai 1929, GehStA 219/45, pp. 954, ; ‘Betrifft
BVG-Streik im November 1932, Verzeichnis der festgenommenen Pergonen’,
GehStA 219/80, pp. 1204,

107 LA Bln 58/514 and /137, pp. 1214 {f Engelbrechien, pp. 139, 178, 227;
Fewtschel, pp. 491, 956, 108,

108 “Berlin, denx 11, December 1931°, LA BIn 58/2624, Hi, p. 4.

109 See for example the complaints of Lisa Ullrich, ‘Die proletarischen Frauen
gehéren in die Wehrorganisationen des Proletariats’, Internationale x11 {1929,
5584

110 Report of Polizeidircktion Niirnberg-Furth, 4 April 1931, StABr 4,65/
IL.H.4.a.32. {F Schuster, pp. 1168,

111 Central Commitice to BL Rubrgebiet, 27 January 1930, in "Mitieilungen des
LEPA Berlin, Nr. 7° {1 April 1930), StABr 4,65/l H.4.2.30.

112 “Richtlinien fitr die Arbeit der Fraven- nnd Midchenstalfeln des Kampfhunds
gegen den Faschisnus's Alarm, Nro 3 (February 19313, both in StADr
4,651 H.4.5.32.

113 ‘Bericht der Kartelleituing zur Kartetlkonfereny, 2./3.11.1929°, in ‘Mitteilun-
gen des LKPA Berling Nr 227 (15 December 1929, StABr 4,65/11LH.4.4.30.

114 4 Statement of A. Milller, 20 October 1931 (n. 7).

115 ‘Richtlinien’ (n. 112).

116 ‘Bericht ither die im Ruhrgebioet und Ostpreussen abgehaltenen Versamm-
lungen in dor Zeit vom 14, zom 24, April 1932°, BAK R45 V{21,

17 Statemnent of P. Lange, 10 July 1930, LA Bln 58/2208, 1, pp. 43ff CL
Statement of A. Eber, 10 May 1932 (n. 43}

118 Statement of F. Lorenz, 16 January 1933%, LA Bln 38/19, 1, p. 167, CL
Statement of . Schweers, 16 October 1932 ‘Since ! then [1928] found work,
i resigned from the RFB.” {Schweers was probably siiE & member of the RFB
when interviewed): LA Bln 58/2610, 1, pp. 97F.

139 CL 4N ILPL 3031 {187 E31Y, LA Bin 58/176,1, pp. 1438

120 These included M. Gerhard{ {/19, I, p. 85}, O. Messerschmitt {/2 1,1, pp. 508.),
K Hartung {/135, pp. 1 1. and 83}, W, Schiifer {/14], insert), E. Nelke {/141,
p. 2), R. Seilmann (/173, p. 3), M. Diirr {/210, p. 5), E Jagusch (/1034. p. 4).

121 “Zur Sonalgeschichie der Arbeiterbewegung in Hannover. Fragestellungen
und erste Frgebnisse’, TWE x1{1973), 337-46.

122 fAbt IA, UL G. Stelle, deny 17, Juni 19277, LA Bln 58/364, L p. 132 %12)
1.poLKL.6.32 (16.32Y (Tudgment), LA Bln 58/9, IV, {no pagination} ; Report
of Bezirksamt Wedding, 3 May 1927, LA Bin 58/365, L, p. 77 ; $tatement of
A, Zeller, 19 December 1934, LA Bin 58/29, XIV, pp. 126f: Report of
Jugendgerischilfe Neuklin, 13 December 1929, LA Bin 58/134, p. 23;
Statement of A, Gollwitz, 23 December 1931, 1A Bin 38/2624, V, p. 34,54,
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Pol. Rev, 21.3.27°, LA Bin 58/3635, §, p. 61; Report of Begirksamt Wedding,
29 April 1927, LA Bln 58/365, |, p. 74; Report of Bezirksiugendamt
Lichtenberg, 21 April 1931, LA Bln 58/2363,p. 72.

Cf. “Spartakas’, pp. 694 ; Regler, p. 185, One avowed Kampfbund member
described himsell as “unpdlitical”: Statement of 18 March 1932, LA Bin 58/
227, pp. 348

The only evidence of a “miitary’ consciousness, as reflected in the use of
esilitary metaphors, appears in the report of an incident in Friedrichshain,
when flecing Communists were heard to shout: *Auf dir siegrelche Schiacht ein
dreifaches Rot Fromt!': 1. pol. L809.30 (280130 2zu 11°, LA Bla 58/2330,
pp. 7O O “Zur Somalgeschichte’, p. 141.

Materizls relating fo A. Krause, LA Blp 58/2536, [, pp. 22f. and 76#., and
F2142.

A. Krause to G. Krause, 25 March 1932, LA Bin 58/2536, 1, pp. 6260
“‘Waldstrasse’ refers to an incident of 21 March in Moabit, when a newly-
opened SA-tavern was stormed and shots were fired at the attackers. G RF
22 and 23 March 1932,

See e.g. Statement of W, Wiese, 30 December 1931, LA Bin 58/2624, VI, p.
13 ; Statement of A. Wilke, 24 April 1932 {n. 38}; Statement of F. Lange (n.
38); (17 ILP. 491.29 {100.29/6}: ‘because you do the same to us and
knife our people’: LA Bln 58/2135, pp. SOf. Cf. the case of Richard Most, whe
was found guilty of starting a braw? by shouting, ‘Arbeitermdrder " at Nazi
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A note on sources

This is not intended as a bibliographical essay ; the notes and bibliography
themsetves should be sufficient indicators of the range of published material
availabie to the student of the KPD and the peculiar difficulties associated
with it. Rather, my intention here is to discuss one particular archival
source and my use of it, namely police records. Like most cuispokenly
subversive or revolutionary polifical organizations, the KPD was an object
of considerable interest to the political arm of the police services in the
Weimar Repubiic. Moreover, various of its auxiliary sections and activities
were officially proscribed at various times during those years, so that
members often participated or were seen as Hable to participate in formally
criminal acts. Finally, the kind of political activity that this book deals
with - political violence -~ was itself an unequivocally criminal act, whose
culpability could be mitigated only by a plansible plea of self-defence. For all
these reasons, police and refated records constitute an inportant window
on the world of the Communist rank and file. But like any indirect source of
information about people, attiiudes and events - and more s0 than some
others - they raise important problems of interpretation. 1 have tried to
make clear throughout the book where we are dealing with a view of the
authorities that seems questionable or is unsabstantiated. 1 have also
attempted to explain in a general way in Chapters 1 and 7 what I think
certain kinds of police records can and cannot tell us. But it is worth
considering the character and prejudices of iy sources more closely.
Two different kinds of police records have been used in this study. The
frst, reports by spies and informers to the pelitical police {im Berlin,
Department TA) about goings-on within the movement, ranging from
‘unofficial minuies’ of specific local meetings {0 more general ‘situiation
reperts’, have been widely used by historians of the KPD {and of other
political movements of the period). Their value must have varied with the
reliability and sophistication of the individual informant, but there are also
relatively independent checks on their plausibility. One of these is the
Bterature of the KPD iiself, which sometimnes allows us to compare the police
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report of a speech with the official text, and, more generally, affords an
understanding of the Party against which to measure the conclusions of the
police. The other is the judgment of the higher police authorittes,
manifested both in handwritten corments (marginalia) on the documents
themselves, and in the ways in which various items of information
originally appearing in informers” reports were processed through the
various levels of the police bureaucracy. The appeatrance of a particular
tem in successive reports of [A or the Berlin Police (LKPA) suggests that it
was assigned a certain credibility by the Berlin Police authorities. Under the
leadership of Albert Grzesingki and the Social Democratic administration of
Prussia the higher police authorities were strongly anti-Communist, but
they can have had no personal or political interest in exaggerating
or sensationalizing the excesses of the KPD. Indeed, independent
sources, including the reports of contemporaries, agree that they hardly
needed to.

A more problematic group of sources is that provided by prosecution files.
Most of Chapters 5 through 7 of the present hook is based on material in the
files of the Generalstaatsanwalt beim Landgericht, Berlin, which are stored
in Repertorinm 58 of the Landesarchiv Berlin. The sefection of incidents
reported in Rep. 58 and discussed in this book is neither perfectly random
nor entirely comprehensive. The flle itself as it now stands was deliberately
preserved by the National Socialisi authorities after 1933 because of ifs
*historic importance’. 1t does not represent the totality of criminal cases
prosecuted in Berlin during the period it covers (ca. 1900~35), nor does it
include all cases of Zusammenstoss-violence. It does include the official
records of most of the major incidents of political murder and violence as
well as files on dozens of reported incidents that were either false or
unsubstantiable, in addition to the documents relating to important
political and criminal trials of twentieth-century Berlin. As early as 1933
these documents were used by Adolf Fhrt in the preparation eof his
‘Revelations about the Communist preparations for insurrection on the eve
of the national awakening’, in which whole documents and photographs
from the files are reprinted. My own procedure in selecting cases {or study
was initially to choose cases in which Communists were named as the
attackers. In a number of cases the records made clear that Communists
had not in fact initlated the fighting, and in some cases this was even
acknowledged by the investigating authorities; where it was evident - in
spite of the rubric of the fiie - that Communists had beer victims of attack, |
did not include the case in my survey. In selecting the individual
streetfighters, I applied the principle that all those actually prosecuted in the
selected cases should be counted as streetfighters for the purpese of my
study, subject to my own evaluation of the evidence presented in the file.
'The resulting sample represents a slightly larger number than were finaily
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convicted and & very much smaller number than were arrested and/or
questioned in the course of the various investigations. My final selection of
cases was also directed, as research progressed, by my interest in pursuing
the careers of various individuals and the background fo cerfain incidents.
The names of all fighters and witnesses have been changed in the text and
notes, with the exception of those who died before 1933 and leading
members of the Communist movernent mentioned in other sources,

The contents of the files are very varied and allow considerable scope for
the researcher to exercise an independent judgment. A typical file opens
with a copy of the entry in the police-station diary noting the report of a
clash or attack in progress, foHowed by the reporis of ihe police officers sent
to the scene on their findings and measures taken and a final report from the
locat police precinct summing up their reconstruction of events. Copies of
items of information from various sources, photographs, coroner’s reporis
where appropriate and the signed statements of witnesses and suspects
follow. Also inchaded are the results of the Public Prosecutor’s routine
enquirles to other police authorities, vielding information about each
suspect’s previous convictions and about whether he has & record of
political activity, and other items of correspondence relevant to the
Prosecutor’s fnal decision to bring the suspect or suspects to trial. This
phase of the investigation is closed by the written indictment, in which the
Prosecutor gives his own reconstruction of the incident and the case against
the accused. The rest of the file is taken up with further statements, items of
evidence, correspondence between the judicial authorities, the defendants,
their defenrce attorneys, and the sacial services, short minutes of the trial
{not a fid transcripf} the written indgment and documents relevant to any
subsequent appeal or application for parole. It is thus possible to follow the
course of an investigation more or less from its beginning and to evaluate
piece by piece most of the evidence that it produced.

Could that evidence have been falsified? Like the question of whether
other evidence could have been suppressed, this is a difficulf one to answer.
The most likely source of deliberate distortions in reporting was the local
police, who had & personal stake in proving that their initial arrests,
accounts and identifications had been correct. They might also have
aceounts to settle with individaal Communists ; Hsi-huey Liang has shown
the extent of conservative and even National Socialist sentiment i the
Berlin police force during the early 1930s. The political prejudice of the
prosecutors, and especially the judges, is most explicit and expressed with
the greatest self-confidence in these files; especially in their assessment of
the relative credibility of withesses, the higher judicial authorities very often
gave National Soclalists a benefit of the doubt that would have been
inconceivable in the case of the Cornraunists. B might well be expected that
the prejudice of the individual police officer, though no weaker, would be
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expressed in more furtive forms. On the other hand, we also know that the
majority of police officers in Berlin were neither Communists nor Nazig, and
the experience of fighting both radical parties might have inclined them to
take a more even-handedly cynical view. In practice the prejudice and
reliability of the police must have varied between individual officers and
precincis. In many cases they showed themseives equally ready to arrest
and gquestion Commupists and Navis, and even where their inside
knowledge of the local ‘troublemakers” previded the starting-point for an
investigation, the subsequent inquiries ordinarily ranged considerably
more widely. In spite of the fact that I was interested in finding known
Communist militants - notorious “troublemakers” - the majority of the
318 streetfighters who appeared in my final sample were not apparently
well known tothe police locally. There isno record in these iles of an official
complaint that the police had Hed or manufactured evidence. And in every
case but one we have the statements of the accused themselves to balance
those of the police.

Fhis raises further questions, about the reliability of statements made to
the police. Here there are two problems. First, none of the siatements on
which I have based many of my conclusions was written by the witness or
accused himself, although all were signed by those making them {the
exceptions here are the two personal letters cited}. And it is impossible to be
sure which, #f any, were verbatim transcripts of verbal statements. The
voecabulary and opinions they contain are nevertheless sufficiently colour-
ful and varied that 1 think it possible to recognize in them a peculiar and
‘authentic’ voice of the streetfighters’ milicu. Readers will have to judge for
themselves whether this view carries conviction. A second, perhaps more
serious problem, is that of the ¢redibility of statements made to the police.
Although many of the staternents cited here were made voluntarily, others
were made by young men under arrest and subject to all the pressures and
persuasions that can be brought to bear on frightened peopie negotiating for
their freedom. The Berlin police were no more and ne less brutal in their
treatment of prisoners in the precinct-house than most urban police forces,
and although complaints about physical mistreatment of the accused rarely
arise in these files (and were rarely raised against 1A, into whose hands
many people accused of pelitical offences eventually felll, the defence
at{orney in the Richardstrasse case thought the ‘remarkable number of sel-
accusations® by young, sick and inexperienced youths worthy of comment,
But the fact that a statement is involuntary does not necessarily mean that
itis false. In each case I have tried to consider the credibility of the statement
in question in the light of other evidence and to ask what the speaker had to
gain from lyirg and what the police had te gatn from encouraging him to
lie. Again, the kinds of statements, confesstons, justifications and excuses
offered by the people whom the police inferrogated are so varted that it is
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impossibie to recognize a single pattern, either of mendacity or of police
expectations.

It would be naive to wish to suggest that police chicanery in the
democratic Republic was inconsequential simply because the régime that
succeeded it was both more efficient and more single-aninded in its brutajity.
Bat on the question of the degree and effectiveness of police coercion and the
rejated one of the political pressures under which the police themselves
operated, the contrast between IA and the Gestapo is instractive. After
1933 the police was practically an arm of the centrat state adeinistration
and is aims were explicitly political; the conduct of investigations and
interrogations was accordingly both more brutal and more debBberately
biased than it had been before 1933, and the resulis were more
unegnivocal. H there are any cases where the evidence produced by police
interrogations is @ priori suspect, then they must include those that were
reopened andfor “solved’ by the Gestapo between 1933 and 1935, In my
accounts of the Anlaufand Lenk, Horst Wesse! and Richardstrasse killings I
have made use of post-1933 materials, but in each case 1 have accepied
oty that evidence that was supported by independent testimony {especially
memeoir material), or have made the provenance of the information clear in
the text.
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