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Series Editors’ Preface

Around the world, social movements have become legitimate, yet 
contested, actors in local, national and global politics and civil society, 
yet we still know relatively little about their longer histories and the 
trajectories of their development. Our series reacts to what can be 
described as a recent boom in the history of social movements. We can 
observe a development from the crisis of labour history in the 1980s 
to the boom in research on social movements in the 2000s. The rise 
of historical interests in the development of civil society and the role 
of strong civil societies as well as non-governmental organisations in 
stabilising democratically constituted polities have strengthened the 
interest in social movements as a constituent element of civil societies.

In different parts of the world, social movements continue to have a 
strong influence on contemporary politics. In Latin America, trade unions, 
labour parties and various left-of-centre civil society organisations have 
succeeded in supporting left-of-centre governments. In Europe, peace 
movements, ecological movements and alliances intent on campaigning 
against poverty and racial discrimination and discrimination on the basis 
of gender and sexual orientation have been able to set important political 
agendas for decades. In other parts of the world, including Africa, India 
and South East Asia, social movements have played a significant role 
in various forms of community building and community politics. The 
contemporary political relevance of social movements has undoubtedly 
contributed to a growing historical interest in the topic.

Contemporary historians are not only beginning to historicise these 
relatively recent political developments; they are also trying to relate 
them to a longer history of social movements, including traditional 
labour organisations, such as working-class parties and trade unions. In 
the longue durée, we recognise that social movements are by no means a 
recent phenomena and are not even an exclusively modern phenomena, 
although we realise that the onset of modernity emanating from Europe 
and North America across the wider world from the eighteenth century 
onwards marks an important departure point for the development of 
civil societies and social movements.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the dominance of national 
history over all other forms of history writing led to a thorough nation-
alisation of the historical sciences. Hence social movements have been 
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examined traditionally within the framework of the nation state. Only 
during the past two decades have historians begun to question the 
validity of such methodological nationalism and to explore the devel-
opment of social movements in comparative, connective and transna-
tional perspective taking into account processes of transfer, reception 
and adaptation. Whilst our book series does not preclude work that is 
still being carried out within national frameworks (for, clearly, there is 
a place for such studies, given the historical importance of the nation 
state in history), it hopes to encourage comparative and transnational 
histories on social movements.

At the same time as historians have begun to research the history of 
those movements, a number of social theorists, from Jürgen Habermas to 
Pierre Bourdieu and from Slavoj Žižek to Alain Badiou as well as Ernesto 
Laclau and Chantal Mouffe to Miguel Abensour, to name but a few, 
have attempted to provide philosophical-cum-theoretical frameworks 
in which to place and contextualise the development of social move-
ments. History has arguably been the most empirical of all the social 
and human sciences, but it will be necessary for historians to explore 
further to what extent these social theories can be helpful in guiding 
and framing the empirical work of the historian in making sense of the 
historical development of social movements. Hence the current series 
is also hoping to make a contribution to the ongoing dialogue between 
social theory and the history of social movements.

This series seeks to promote innovative historical research on the 
history of social movements in the modern period since around 1750. 
We bring together conceptually informed studies that analyse labour 
movements, new social movements and other forms of protest from 
early modernity to the present. With this series, we seek to revive, 
within the context of historiographical developments since the 1970s, 
a conversation between historians on the one hand and sociologists, 
anthropologists and political scientists on the other.

Unlike most of the concepts and theories developed by social scien-
tists, we do not see social movements as directly linked, a priori, to proc-
esses of social and cultural change and therefore do not adhere to a view 
that distinguishes between old (labour) and new (middle-class) social 
movements. Instead, we want to establish the concept ‘social move-
ment’ as a heuristic device that allows historians of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries to investigate social and political protests in novel 
settings. Our aim is to historicise notions of social and political activism 
in order to highlight different notions of political and social protest on 
both left and right.
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Hence, we conceive of ‘social movements’ in the broadest possible 
sense, encompassing social formations that lie between formal organisa-
tions and mere protest events. But we also include processes of social and 
cultural change more generally in our understanding of social move-
ments: this goes back to nineteenth-century understandings of ‘social 
movement’ as processes of social and cultural change more generally. 
We also offer a home for studies that systematically explore the political, 
social, economic and cultural conditions in which social movements 
can emerge. We are especially interested in transnational and global 
perspectives on the history of social movements, and in studies that 
engage critically and creatively with political, social and sociological 
theories in order to make historically grounded arguments about social 
movements. In short, this series seeks to offer innovative historical work 
on social movements, while also helping to historicise the concept of 
‘social movement’. It also hopes to revitalise the conversation between 
historians and historical sociologists in analysing what Charles Tilly has 
called the ‘dynamics of contention’.

The International Workers’ Relief, Communism, and Transnational Solidarity 
is the first comprehensive study of the Communist front organisation 
Internationale Arbeiterhilfe (International Workers’ Relief, IAH) from 1921 
to 1933. Its brand of international solidarity is firmly set within the world 
of transnational international Communism, although the organisation 
has a strong German tinge to it, being founded and run in Germany by 
one of the most fascinating figures of international Communism of the 
interwar period, Willi Münzenberg. There is currently, in Germany at 
least, a renaissance of scholarship on Münzenberg, as he was a central 
player in international communism who was neither recognised by the 
Social Democratic nor by the Communist historiography post-1945, for 
he was suspect to Social Democrats as a Communist but he was also 
persona non grata among Communists because of his late break with 
Stalin and the Stalinist Soviet Union. This study puts Münzenberg back 
centre-stage in a wider history of Communist internationalism in the 
interwar period.

The concept of ‘solidarity’ is key to this study, and the various chap-
ters of this book explore the manifold dimensions of solidarity and its 
relationship to other terms and concepts, including humanitarianism, 
charity, brotherhood and others more. Practical relief work was the most 
important strategy pursued by the IAH during its various campaigns that 
are all analysed in detail in the subsequent pages. However, such practical 
welfare work was always tinged with symbolism, for it was not just the 
practical relief that was foregrounded but also visions of a different and 
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more just society. Hence Brasken’s study on the IAH is right in paying 
due attention to the emotive language of the organisation. It was visible 
from the outset, as the IAH came into being as a desperate attempt to 
help the young Soviet Union to fend off hunger and starvation that 
threatened the very survival of the communist state. And later, when 
the practical help turned to Germany itself, in the midst of economic 
depression and hyperinflation the emotive language of solidarity, social 
justice and the diverse notions of a better life and world yet to come 
(and symbolised by the motherland of the revolution, the Soviet Union) 
were always foregrounded by the IAH.

The International Workers’ Relief, Communism, and Transnational 
Solidarity also draws attention to the broadening and radicalisation of 
the IAH’s work, both in geographical terms where it moved from the 
Soviet Union and Germany to the Far East and politically, as it began 
to engage directly in the support of strike activities to further workers’ 
rights. From the mid-1920s onwards, it began to put its activities firmly 
in the context of the anti-colonial and anti-imperial struggle, always 
emphasising the commonalities of class and downplaying the differ-
ences of race. It also became involved in the struggle against war, linking 
its analysis of capitalism to theories about war being an outcome of the 
greed and expansionary nature of capitalist regimes. Towards the end 
of the Weimar Republic it also engaged heavily in the struggle against 
National Socialism seeking to build on its networks of international soli-
darity to draw attention to the dangers of National Socialism and to 
battle it more effectively.

One of the proliferating turns of recent years in the history of historical 
writing has been the visual turn and it is gratifying to see that Brasken 
also pays due attention to the rich visual material produced by the IAH 
in an attempt to develop its own visual culture in the pursuit of inter-
national solidarity. It included visions of the new woman, as women 
were often portrayed as fighting and working women, equal to men in 
the overall desire to bring about the new society of the future. Children 
and youth were also often addressed pictorially, and once again it is the 
aspect of struggle and active involvement rather than passive endurance 
of violence and want that is emphasised by the IAH’s imaginary.

Finally, this volume also pays due attention to the organisational 
world of the IAH, its organisation through both individual and collective 
membership, its organisation of festivals, street demonstrations and soli-
darity campaigns. Its congresses are analysed and its cultural productions 
in the form of films and theatre plays are highlighted. It draws the reader 
into the lost world of interwar Communist internationalism and shows 
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him or her how fascinating this transnational and potentially global 
world could be, for the vision of a more just and better world inspired a 
diversity of campaigns all based on notions of international solidarity.

Stefan Berger
Ruhr-University Bochum

Holger Nehring
University of Stirling
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1

   As dusk was falling over Berlin on a midsummer’s evening in 1931, a 
trumpet fanfare was heard filling the night air. Tens of thousands of 
people had gathered to celebrate the annual International Solidarity 
Day organised by the  Internationale Arbeiterhilfe , and the grand finale 
was about to begin. Suddenly a great fireworks display commenced, 
and a massive symbol of the  Arbeiterhilfe  was illuminated. A thundering 
cannonade then echoed through the grounds, and the enthusiasm of 
the crowd allegedly knew no limits: a spontaneous joint singing of the 
 Internationale  broke out, and simultaneously a great blaze of red light 
started to illuminate the Berlin night sky, symbolising the bright future 
of the working class.  1   

 It was one of the numerous dazzling spectacles of transnational soli-
darity that were arranged by the legendary German communist, anti-mil-
itarist and propagandist Wilhelm “Willi” Münzenberg (1889–1940), who 
was the principal leader of the  Internationale Arbeiterhilfe  (International 
Workers’ Relief, hereafter referred to as the  Arbeiterhilfe ).  2   He had, from 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s inception in 1921 until its destruction in Germany in 
1933, allegedly had “everything in his hands”  3   when it came to issues 
pertaining to the organisation. Although this is not a biographical study 
of Münzenberg, one of its central aims is to reveal Münzenberg’s often 
forgotten, but influential role in the shaping of transnational solidarity 
movements during the interwar era. One could argue that Münzenberg’s 
political biography as the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s leader follows, in a significant 
way, the historical development of transnational solidarity during the 
interwar period. Already during the early 1930s, both Münzenberg and 
others even claimed that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was the “embodiment” or 
“the organisational expression of international solidarity” which had 
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shouldered the gigantic task of spreading the idea of international soli-
darity after the First World War. It was subsequently argued that its crea-
tion and history represented a revival of international solidarity as it 
had never previously been conceived in history. The main issue of this 
study is thus to investigate how the  Arbeiterhilfe  under Münzenberg’s 
leadership actually envisaged, organised and brought to life cultures, 
movements and celebrations of transnational solidarities in Weimar 
Germany. 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  had its international headquarters in Berlin which 
functioned as the base, one could argue, for some of the period’s most 
spectacular solidarity campaigns. The  Arbeiterhilfe  initiated a broad spec-
trum of solidarity ventures including famine and hunger relief; strike 
support; a social political programme for workers’ children and women; 
and launched campaigns against war, imperialism and fascism. As a part 
of its cultural work the  Arbeiterhilfe  produced proletarian films both in 
Moscow and Berlin and brought Soviet films such as Sergei Eisenstein’s 
 Battleship Potemkin  (1926) to Germany and the world. The  Arbeiterhilfe  
also created an impressive red media empire that published amongst 
others Kurt Tucholsky’s  Deutschland, Deutschland über alles  (1929) and 
the main illustrated newspaper of the Left in Germany, the  Arbeiter–
Illustrierte–Zeitung  ( AIZ ) featuring John Heartfield’s photomontages; and 
it built an extensive international organisation which was supported 
at different times by artists such as Käthe Kollwitz, Georg Grosz and 
Heinrich Zille; intellectuals and socialists such as Albert Einstein, 
Bernhard Shaw, Anatole France, Heinrich Mann, Arthur Koestler, Jon 
Dos Passos, Romain Rolland, Clara Zetkin, Maxim Gorky and Henri 
Barbusse; as well as by tens of thousands of German communist and 
non-communist workers. Characteristically, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s activities 
were built upon the concept of international solidarity which was never 
restricted to a European solidarity. Instead it specifically promoted the 
idea of an international solidarity which extended from West to East 
and from North to South. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s various ventures were linked 
by an overarching theme consisting of the idea and practice of interna-
tional solidarity, and it is this specific aspect of the organisation that is 
at the heart of this study. 

 Through Arbeiterhilfe’s international solidarity campaigns, it encour-
aged workers to ‘think globally’ and to make them realise that, just as 
major strikes in neighbouring countries were inextricably linked with 
their own future prospects, so too were the far-off struggles in the colo-
nies. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s history was also integrally connected with the 
rise of the first global anti-imperialist movement, the  League Against 



Introduction 3

Imperialism  (LAI) which under the leadership of Münzenberg secured 
the support of some of the future leaders in the Third World, including 
Jawaharlal Nehru (India) and Achmed Sukarno (Indonesia).  4   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s network connected all parts of the world as 
 Arbeiterhilfe  bureaus were established on all six continents in countries 
such as China, Japan, Australia, South Africa, Argentina, Mexico, the USA, 
Canada; and most European nations including Germany, France, Great 
Britain, the Netherlands, Sweden, Spain, Czechoslovakia, Switzerland 
and Austria. The German section of the  Arbeiterhilfe  was, however, the 
strongest of them all and one of the few areas where the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was successful in forming the organisation into a so-called above-party 
mass organisation. The establishment and history of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
global network forms in this study a significant role, although the main 
empirical results are placed in the context of Weimar Germany. 

 Throughout the book, the changing and complex character of interna-
tional solidarity that in modern terminology is better conceptualised as 
a form of transnational solidarity, will be analysed. How was the concept 
of workers’ international solidarity provided with meaning through 
the creation of a vivid language, visualisation and the practices of soli-
darity? How were the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s articulations of solidarity created 
and changed in relation to the Communist International (Comintern) 
and the Soviet Union’s policies? As will be demonstrated, most prior 
studies on solidarity have focused on the sociological and philosophical 
aspects of this idea, whereas very few have investigated the contextual 
expressions, representations and articulations of international solidarity. 
Furthermore, studies on international communism have not focused on 
the issue of international solidarity from such a perspective. 

 Through the analysis of a number of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s major soli-
darity campaigns, this study will not only present a new history of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  and Münzenberg but also contribute to a new history of 
international solidarity in interwar Europe. The subsequent narrative 
and analysis of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s history is both chronologically and 
thematically structured. All of the chapters thematically share the same 
basic questions concerning the formation of a transnational solidarity 
community; for example, the questions of inclusion and exclusion; the 
construction of ‘the other’; and the relationship between international 
solidarity and concepts such as charity, philanthropy, humanitarianism, 
brotherhood, sisterhood and internationalism. 

 The history of the  Arbeiterhilfe  is consequently perceived as being 
integrally connected to the historical understanding of the experiences, 
mentalities and outlooks of the ‘morbid’ interwar period. In essence, 
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it forms a study of how transnational unity and imaginaries can be 
constructed beyond borders and national frameworks. But likewise it is 
a study of the vast number of contentions and difficulties that any such 
endeavour might entail.  

  Resurrecting a ‘hidden history’ 

 The history of the interwar period has until recently been largely char-
acterised by methodological nationalism as most studies on the period 
have either focused on individual states or the international relations 
between governments. As Laqua (2011) has argued, the vitality of 
interwar internationalism has frequently been underestimated. There 
has indeed been a historical tradition in which international institu-
tions have been written out of the study of the twentieth century.  5   

 The current study highlights the significance of international organi-
sations being the focal point of any study of the transnational history 
of the twentieth century. In the words of Iriye (2013) if international 
history deals with relations amongst nations as sovereign entities, then 
transnational history focuses instead on cross-national connections and 
on non-state actors such as international organisations.  6   Transnational 
history has stressed the significance of abandoning methodological 
nationalism in favour of studying the “entanglements of people, ideas, 
technologies and economies with cultural, political and social move-
ments”. As this study also shows, the focus on the transnational does not 
imply that state borders or nations would fall outside the scope of any 
such analysis. On the contrary, the transnational history presented here 
is written within the specific context of Weimar Germany. In this case, 
Germany provides a necessary limitation as the historical context would 
be lost if additional countries were included. The nation provides, there-
fore, the context in which the transnational can be studied in depth.  7   

 The transnational focus on non-state actors or international organisa-
tions is problematic when studying the era before 1945. The actual term 
for “non-governmental organisations” did not exist before the adoption 
of the United Nations Charter in 1945, and the general use of the term 
NGO was not established until the 1980s. However, as amongst others 
Reinalda (2009) has shown, international organisations have a long 
history, which is often traced back to 1815 and the Congress of Vienna. 
The organisations established there were not non-governmental organi-
sations, but most often so-called IGOs or intergovernmental organisa-
tions. There were of course much older ‘transnational citizens networks’ 
formed across Europe and America into private associations and societies 
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against issues such as slavery or poverty. It seems, therefore, that inter-
national organisations such as the  Arbeiterhilfe  represented in essence 
something completely new. In a sense, it resembled organisationally 
the  International Red Cross  and several other humanitarian organisations 
created mainly during or immediately after the First World War, as the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  was created as an international  relief  organisation. In stark 
contrast to humanitarian initiatives, however, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was a 
strong opponent to charity and philanthropy, and advocated instead 
a class-based international solidarity. In this spirit the  Arbeiterhilfe  was 
even described as the “Red Cross of the international working class” in 
1924. As Willetts (2011) shows, the definition of what should be accepted 
as “non-governmental” organisations is in reality far from clear. As the 
term NGO is so strongly connected to the UN system, one could describe 
the pre-1945  non -governmental international organisations simply as 
transnational actors or transnational civil society organisations.  8   

  What was the  Internationale Arbeiterhilfe ? 

 A number of labels and typologies have been applied to classify organisa-
tions such as the  Arbeiterhilfe . During the interwar period, it was defined 
by German government agencies both as a subsidiary organisation of 
the communist movement ( Nebenorganisation / Unterorganisation)  and as 
a communist aid organisation ( Hilfsorganisation) . The national socialist 
‘research’ on the communist movement classified the  Arbeiterhilfe  as 
both a united front organisation ( Einheitsfront-organisation)  and a subsid-
iary international ( Nebeninternationale ).  9   Again in 1926, the Comintern 
classified the  Arbeiterhilfe  as part of the system of communist organisa-
tions which functioned as “sympathising mass organisation for special 
purposes”. The special purpose of the  Arbeiterhilfe  was to function as 
an international solidarity organisation on a global scale. In its own 
publications, the  Arbeiterhilfe  itself used a number of different labels, 
including “relief organisation of the working class”, “world organisation 
of proletarian solidarity”, or “above-party mass organisation”.  10   

 However, previous research has primarily classified the  Arbeiterhilfe  as 
a front organisation due to its origins in and close connections to the 
Comintern. The concept of a front organisation has been an integral part 
of the totalitarian perspective developed by Hannah Arendt (1951) who 
highlights that the most striking new organisational device of totalitarian 
movements before their coming to power was the front organisation 
which represented a new form of “totalitarian organisation”.  11   Looking 
back, it was first during and after the Second World War that US scholars 
and state institutions began to utilise the concept of communist front 
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organisations. Fronts were defined as organisations delivering commu-
nism in disguise so that “well-meaning people who normally would 
not participate in openly communist-led activities can be drawn into 
them”.  12   Here, it was assumed that normal people would only support 
communism if lured by others. The fear of ideological ‘contagion’ was 
especially obvious in Cold War America, where for example the Director 
of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover, dedicated a whole chapter to communist 
front organisations in his book on American communism in 1958.  13   

 Curiously, advocates of the front organisation perspective have since 
1945 utilised the  Arbeiterhilfe  as a prime example of a front organisation. 
The only problem is that the very fundament of a front organisation is 
that it should not have any outward connection with Moscow or with 
communism. This is, without any doubt, inaccurate and largely anach-
ronistic in relation to the  Arbeiterhilfe .  14   One only has to be reminded 
of the facts that Münzenberg, as the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s General Secretary, 
was a renown communist and Member of the  Reichstag  in Germany 
(1924–1933); the  Arbeiterhilfe  proudly proclaimed that the organisation 
had been founded on the initiative of Lenin himself; and finally, that 
it throughout the period openly supported both the Soviet Union and 
the Communist Parties (CPs). As Mally (2007) notes in an attempt to 
introduce a post-Cold War analysis of an interwar front organisation 
(albeit still calling it a front!) one did not have to be a genius to identify 
the organisations’ open support of communism and the Soviet Union.  15   
It seems therefore more likely that organisations such as the  Arbeiterhilfe  
made it possible for people already sympathising with radical ideas such 
as transnational solidarity to find a cultural expression for their beliefs, 
without forcing them to become actual members of the CP. There is a 
clear analytical difference between ‘luring (innocent) people to commu-
nism’, and providing already sympathising people the opportunity to 
engage themselves for the cause in cultural events, celebrations and 
protest campaigns. 

 During the Cold War, the interest in the West for the history and usage 
of “psycho-political warfare” generated an interest in the ‘origins’ of the 
communist front organisations. In these early studies, Münzenberg was 
in fact highlighted as the prime “architect of the front organisations”. In 
James D. Atkinson’s  The Politics of Struggle  (1966) the  Arbeiterhilfe  is defined 
as “the prototype for all the hundreds and hundreds of front organisa-
tions that have been set in motion by the Soviet Union, Communist 
China, Castro’s Cuba and other Communist nations” from 1921 to the 
1960s. In a report to the US Senate on the techniques of Soviet propa-
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ganda (1965), the “famous German Communist” Münzenberg is also 
described as “one of the geniuses of political warfare”.  16   

 In these presentations, Münzenberg is best known as the “godfather” 
of the communist fronts and it has been claimed that Münzenberg 
scornfully labelled them as “Innocents’ Clubs” which were irresistible to 
progressive intellectuals, who were also sarcastically referred to as “fellow 
travellers”.  17   Münzenberg was also later described by his life partner 
Babette Gross as the “patron saint” of fellow travellers, and he is revered 
in a recent history of the Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti (KGB) 
as being the “great virtuoso of Soviet front organisations”. Wilford 
(2008) clearly endorses the Cold War definition of Münzenberg’s organ-
isations as being devoted to an “undeniably benign cause, […] whose 
real purpose was to defend and to spread the Bolshevik Revolution”.  18   
Again, it is assumed that radicalism is something external delivered to 
the politically innocent, whereas the social context as a distinct force for 
radicalisation is overlooked. 

 Furthermore, without any hint of criticism of the front organisation 
perspective, McMeekin (2003) vigorously claims in his controversial 
Münzenberg biography that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was a significant front 
organisation which by the beginning of the 1930s had turned into an 
“unabashed” servant of Stalin’s foreign policy needs. The  Arbeiterhilfe  
is, in this version, a fabulous propaganda machinery only explained 
and understood from the perspective of the Kremlin and a world revo-
lutionary offensive. McMeekin’s concern with worker solidarity is 
thus limited to the use of solidarity as a weapon for “spreading moral 
blindness”.  19   

 It is perhaps an easy task to extend the perspectives of the Cold War 
era to our days, not least as the  Arbeiterhilfe  was irrefutably in close 
connection with both the communist movement and the Comintern. 
However, if one also seeks to analyse the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s cultural, political 
and social activities as being part of the German interwar context, it 
is argued here that the organisation cannot only be perceived from a 
totalitarian viewpoint as a puppet of Moscow providing propaganda for 
the Soviet Union’s conspiratorial aims.  20   If it is maintained, as the front 
organisation perspective irrefutably does, that the radical Left solely 
defined international solidarity as an instrument of Soviet politics, then 
it seems that the national contexts beyond the Soviet Union are irre-
trievably lost. As Hermann Weber has recently highlighted, it must not 
be forgotten that the German radical Left of the 1920s still stood firmly 
in the traditions of socialist thought based on the struggle for social 
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justice and international solidarity which had been accentuated by the 
devastating experiences of the First World War.  21   

 Furthermore, as one of the most prominent Russian scholars on the 
history of the Comintern, Alexander Vatlin, has recently stated, it would 
be a great over-simplification to reduce the history of the German, or of 
any national communist movement, to only consisting of orders, emis-
saries and gold from Moscow.  22   Equally, any research that disregards the 
increasing Bolshevik control and the  Bolshevisation  or  Stalinisation  of the 
CPs and organisations during the interwar period must, unquestionably, 
be distorted.  23   

 It seems beyond doubt that the Cold War era front organisation 
perspective represents a one-sided analytical category that is not open to 
interpretation but which contains a pre-conceived understanding ‘from 
above’, or if you like, ‘from Moscow’ that states that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
message of solidarity was merely a weapon skilfully utilised by the Soviet 
Union. From this viewpoint, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s expressions of solidarity 
were only pure political propaganda, void of any ‘real’ solidarity. A black 
and white dichotomy is constructed between the innocent, but ulti-
mately false, message of solidarity and the actual ‘menacing’ communist 
propaganda hidden behind it.  24   

 If the  Arbeiterhilfe  is to be defined simply as a communist front organi-
sation, it would represent and  recreate  a black and white dichotomy of 
the past, and purely in the context of Soviet foreign policy. The idea 
of this study is instead to open up a whole spectrum of past meanings 
and understandings that enables a deeper analysis of the various uses 
and articulations of international solidarity. The main question of my 
study will thus investigate how solidarity has been expressed and articu-
lated through the  Arbeiterhilfe  – starting with the communist leaders in 
both Moscow and Berlin as well as the leaders and functionaries of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe,  and including the ordinary people who came out onto the 
streets of Weimar Germany in support of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of 
solidarity. International solidarity can then not only be perceived as a 
weapon and as a means to an end, but also as a cultural value, emotion, 
identity, a sense of belonging, and even an aim in of itself. 

 The front organisation perspective is hence ‘laid to rest’, and instead 
a spectrum arises: a spectrum of solidarity representing a multitude 
of parallel and multidimensional meanings that otherwise would 
be omitted in the black and white interpretations. Just as a degree of 
conspiracy and secrecy was a part of this history, so were actual stories 
of people engaging themselves for solidarity. There must be a difference 
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between what it did in practice and what the leaders of the Comintern 
perceived its mission to be. 

 It is here argued that the  Arbeiterhilfe  instead should be included in the 
history of early international  non -governmental civil society organisa-
tions which had unparalleled prospects to develop new transnational 
identifications and social ties for global (albeit not universal) solidarity. 
It could consequently be suggested that the  Arbeiterhilfe  in several ways 
could be perceived as a predecessor to several post-1945 NGOs.  25   Modern 
NGOs have often been described as the ‘conscience of the world’; consti-
tuting an important critical mass, exposing injustices, providing assist-
ance to the world’s poor and highlighting the fates of political prisoners. 
The somewhat heroic aura surrounding the NGOs must be viewed criti-
cally as they have always functioned in close collaboration with various 
state institutions.  26   The  Arbeiterhilfe  was likewise integrally connected to 
the Soviet Union through the Comintern and was thus strongly influ-
enced by the shifting sands within the international communist move-
ment and Soviet foreign politics. In this story the dependence of both 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  and Münzenberg on Soviet Russia/the Soviet Union is 
necessarily of supreme importance but, as I will suggest, a new history 
of the  Arbeiterhilfe  and its message of international solidarity can only be 
achieved if it is linked ‘from below’ to the traditions of worker solidarity 
in the historical context of Weimar Germany. International solidarity 
was not, after all, invented in Moscow.  

  The post-war crisis of the interwar period 

 The First World War gave rise to an array of international institutions and 
movements which tried to provide an international and transnational 
answer to the failures of the world order which had caused total war. 
In 1919, international cooperation was not only imagined in Woodrow 
Wilson’s  League of Nations , but also from the perspective of class-based 
internationalism and international solidarity in the Comintern. During 
the final years prior to the First World War, international solidarity had 
been elevated to the principal concept and idea of the labour move-
ment. The primary transnational labour organisation of the period, the 
Second International, called repeatedly for international labour soli-
darity against war but, as it was unable to gain sufficient support in the 
midst of the patriotic fervour, it stood powerless as the European armies 
quickly mobilised in the summer of 1914. The prevailing idea was not 
one of international solidarity, but one of patriotism and the defence of 
the Fatherland.  27   
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 The years of war and social turmoil that followed were no less than 
ruinous for the unity of the international labour movement. The Third, 
or communist, International was founded in 1919 on the belief that 
a new International had to follow the Second International as it had 
beyond redemption ‘betrayed’ the idea of international solidarity. The 
Comintern was, however, devised as an International solely accessible to 
the ‘conscious’ part of the working class, and did not attempt to include 
all the parties of the Left. It was an organisation with a very restricted 
membership and it can, therefore, not be argued that its establishment 
represented a significant return to the idea of international solidarity in 
Europe.  28   The deplorable state of international working-class solidarity 
was emphasised by the fact that not even the previous flagship of inter-
national solidarity, the Second International, embraced the concept of 
solidarity when it was re-established in 1920. Sensationally, the institu-
tion which had originally been perceived as the primary forum for the 
workers of the world even failed to mention solidarity in its new stat-
utes.  29   However, as this study will demonstrate, when the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was established in 1921, it specifically articulated international solidarity 
as its guiding principle which was defined as being all-inclusive for the 
working class, labour parties, Internationals and for the sympathisers of 
the working class. However, this was never an unproblematic or uncon-
tested undertaking, as the issue of international solidarity produced a 
significant number of political, practical and ideological controversies 
which continued to cause bitter conflicts, especially between the social 
democrats and communists. 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  was brought to life in the summer of 1921 when 
Soviet Russia had been hit by a disastrous famine crisis which proved to 
be the most devastating tragedy to hit Europe after the First World War. 
It was a relief organisation created in the hour of an extraordinary crisis, 
one of many crises which became the hallmarks of the so-called morbid 
interwar age, typically characterised as an era defined by general anxiety, 
doubt and fear. Several scholars have attempted to break through the 
perceived ‘pessimistic orthodoxy’, but as Overy (2010) concludes, the 
prevailing discourses of the interwar period remain infused with pessi-
mism, increasing uncertainty and insecurity.  30   Typically, the Weimar 
Republic (1919–1933), which is the essential backdrop to this study, has 
been merely perceived as a period explaining the rise of the Third Reich 
and the coming of the Second World War. 

 The prevailing ‘vanishing points’ in German history have been the 
years 1933 and 1945, and Winkler (2006) has even suggested that the 
question of how Hitler was able to come to power is the most important 
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question of modern, if not of all, German history.  31   Contrary to this 
perspective, this current study will not primarily analyse the Weimar 
Republic as part of an interwar period or a period merely explaining the 
rise of the Third Reich, but as a  post -war period whose defining experi-
ences were the First World War, the 1917 Bolshevik October Revolution, 
the failed 1918 German November Revolution and the subsequent social 
turmoil and civil war. The First World War had undoubtedly engendered 
a severe apprehension regarding the future of Western civilisation and 
made it possible for a number of utopian aspirations to be successfully 
developed on both the political Right and Left producing bold new 
promises of a re-shaped world order.  32    

  Introducing Willi Münzenberg 

 The then young socialist Münzenberg belonged to the generation which 
had experienced the collapse of international solidarity in 1914 and was 
confronted with the madness of total war. Münzenberg, born in Erfurt, 
Germany in 1889, carried out his political work mainly from Switzerland, 
where he moved in the summer of 1909 at 20 years old. He soon became 
a leading figure within the socialist youth movement and in 1915 he 
was elected the International Secretary of a bureau for international 
socialist youth organisations, later to become the Youth International.  33   
In September 1915, Münzenberg resolved to join the Zimmerwald Left 
which had formed around Lenin and the Bolsheviks. In the Youth 
International’s official publication, entitled the  Jugend-Internationale,  arti-
cles by leading communists such as Lenin, Trotsky, Bukharin and Radek 
were published. Already before the renown anti-militarist Zimmerwald 
Conference was held on 5–8 September 1915, Lenin and Münzenberg 
had frequented a discussion club in Zürich which marked the begin-
ning of their long-lasting cooperation. When Lenin moved to Zürich in 
February 1916, they continued to meet frequently either at Lenin and 
Krupskaya’s apartment or at Münzenberg’s residence.  34   

 However, when Lenin and the other Bolsheviks left Zürich on 9 April 
1917 by train heading first to Berlin and then continuing on via Saßnitz 
and Trelleborg to Petrograd, Münzenberg was unable to accompany his 
comrades due to his German citizenship. It is assumed that Münzenberg 
was not willing to risk entering Germany as he could have been 
either forced into conscription or arrested by the German authorities. 
Münzenberg was left behind on the platform at Zürich railway station, 
perhaps reflecting on the last words uttered by Karl Radek expressing the 
fateful conditions of their journey: “in six months they would either be 
ministers, or hanged”.  35   
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 In Zürich, Münzenberg continued to carry out the work of the Youth 
International, but the Swiss authorities regarded him as an increas-
ingly dangerous anti-militarist agitator. He was consequently impris-
oned on 19 November 1917 and, although he was released on bail in 
April 1918, he was interned anew in May. Finally, on 10 November 
1918, Münzenberg was expelled from Switzerland and escorted to the 
German border.  36   When Münzenberg entered Germany, the country was 
in a state of complete upheaval, if not revolution. In early November 
1918, the sailors and soldiers of Kiel had mutinied, signalling the begin-
ning of the German “November Revolution”, which reached Berlin on 
9 November. It was a process that would soon lead to the fall of the Second 
German Reich (Empire) and pave the way for the first German parliamen-
tary democracy, the Weimar Republic. In Germany, Münzenberg joined 
the  Spartacus Union  which, along with other radical groups, was trans-
formed into the German Communist Party (KPD) on 30 December 1918. 
In Stuttgart, he joined the circle of the eminent German radical Clara 
Zetkin (1857–1933), who would later also become deeply involved in the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  affairs. The critical situation in Germany led to continued radi-
calism, culminating in the Left-wing uprising in January 1919. This rising 
was, however, poorly organised and was quickly put down by government 
forces. As a result, all Left-wing radicals were brutally suppressed by Right-
wing forces in Germany which, amongst other things, led to the execu-
tion of the KPD’s two most prominent front figures, Rosa Luxemburg and 
Karl Liebknecht. Münzenberg was also arrested in Stuttgart as a result of 
his involvement in this uprising. Due to his imprisonment, Münzenberg 
was absent from the Comintern’s inauguration congress although he had 
been one of the few Germans specifically invited to Moscow.  37   

 After his release five months later, Münzenberg settled in Berlin 
where he resumed his work for the Youth International which, on 
20–26 November 1919, was transformed into the Communist Youth 
International ( Kommunisticheskii Internatsional Molodezhi , KIM).  38   Up 
until the summer of 1921, the KIM had been based in Berlin where, 
under Münzenberg’s leadership, it enjoyed a fairly high degree of polit-
ical independence and functioned as the main platform for the active 
international revolutionary youth. The KIM convened its own congress 
in Moscow on 14 July 1921, at the same time as the Comintern’s Third 
World Congress. However, in reality, the major issues of the youth move-
ment had already been settled by the leaders of the Comintern, and the 
KIM’s congress was, ultimately, a mere postscript. The radical youth move-
ment, as it had been built up by Münzenberg, was coming to an end. At 
the congress, the KIM just like the Comintern overall, was persuaded 
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to halt its ‘revolutionary offensive’ and instead concentrate on building 
mass support for the CPs. Münzenberg had been a strong advocate of an 
independent revolutionary youth movement, but apparently he was then 
persuaded by Lenin, during private conservations in Moscow, to abandon 
the KIM’s autonomous aspirations. As a consequence, Münzenberg was 
not re-elected as the KIM’s Secretary, and was only formally appointed 
as a member of its Executive. In reality, a new leadership was installed 
which was loyal to the Comintern’s policies and which willingly accepted 
the KIM’s new role. Evidently, there was an “anti-Münzenberg attitude 
among the Russians”.  39   Münzenberg later claimed in a private letter that 
his separation from the KIM had been a result of the Comintern chair-
man’s, Grigory Zinoviev, political and personal persecution against both 
him and the KIM.  40   This criticism was, however, never made public and 
in Münzenberg’s memoirs, published in 1930, he simply states that he 
was unable to continue his work for the KIM due to a new urgent mission 
allegedly assigned to him personally by Lenin.  41   

 Although Münzenberg lost the KIM, in his role as the principal leader 
of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s international headquarters in Berlin, he became a 
significant actor in charge of a major transnational movement in the 
name of both international solidarity and international communism. 
Münzenberg thus remained heavily engaged throughout the 1920s and 
1930s in the activities of both the international and the German radical 
Left, which evidently for him represented the remedy for the failures 
of modern Western society. One could consequently imagine that, as 
Münzenberg had reached prominent positions within the communist 
movement, it should have secured him a prominent place in the history 
of the movement. The contrary was, however, the case.  

  Suppressed, neglected, forgotten 

 Despite the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s major role as a transnational solidarity organi-
sation, its comprehensive history has remained unwritten. As much 
as past research is of interest to any scholar, so must the conspicuous 
silence surrounding a research topic be scrutinised. As happened with 
so many others of Münzenberg’s generation, after decades of struggle 
for the communist movement, he became disillusioned by develop-
ments within the Soviet Union. During the second half of the 1930s, 
Münzenberg gradually veered away from Stalin’s dictatorship, and he 
would consequently be excluded from both the German CP and the 
Comintern in 1938–1939. Münzenberg had become an unwanted prom-
inent figure within the communist movement, and subsequently Georgi 
Dimitrov, who was the General Secretary of the Comintern at the time, 
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noted in his secret diaries a private conversation he had had with Stalin 
regarding Münzenberg. Stalin had allegedly exclaimed that Münzenberg 
was a Trotskyist and that, once Münzenberg had again been lured to 
Moscow, Stalin gave his assurances that they would arrest him.  42   Luckily 
for Münzenberg, he never returned to Russia after 1936, where he would 
certainly have been arrested along with several of his closest colleagues 
and comrades. Münzenberg’s refusal to travel to Moscow and his 
growing political independence in Paris, after the forced relocation of 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  from Berlin to Paris in 1933, hence transformed one of 
Moscow’s most trusted comrades into a genuine threat to the unity of 
the German and international communist movement. This fact seems 
irrefutable as in the autumn of 1938 Wilhelm Pieck, who at the time was 
the leading figure within the KPD, stressed in his private notes: “The 
main threat is not Trotskyism, but Münzenberg”.  43   Remarkably, even 
though the struggle against Trotskyism had, since March 1937, been 
elevated into one of the primary missions of the international commu-
nist movement, it was Münzenberg who was in fact its main threat 
behind closed doors.  44   As shown by secret files from the East German 
Stasi archives, the alleged crime of belonging to the so-called Trotskyist 
splinter group “Neumann-Remmele-Münzenberg” would be used later 
in 1939 by the Soviet courts as incriminating evidence resulting first in 
imprisonment and then in a death sentence.  45   

 Finally, in June 1939, the extended process against Münzenberg came 
to its inevitable conclusion when he was publicly ousted as a traitor by 
his former comrades.  46   As for so many other communists and socialists, 
the final straw that extinguished the light of the Soviet Union forever in 
their minds was the Molotov–Ribbentrop Non-Aggression Pact signed in 
August 1939, and the Soviet Union’s military offensive against Finland 
in November of the same year. The ‘traitor and renegade’ Münzenberg 
then made clear his dissent to his former comrades when he dramatically 
proclaimed on the front page of his newspaper  Die Zukunft (The Future ): 
“The traitor, Stalin, is You”.  47   Less than one year later, Münzenberg died 
in mysterious circumstances.  48   In a sense, Münzenberg’s demise repre-
sented the inglorious end of the ‘classical era’ of working-class inter-
nationalism (1830–1940) as, along with Münzenberg’s remains, two 
decades of his struggle for international solidarity, communism and 
anti-fascism were to die with him. His death coincided with what van 
Holthoon and van der Linden (1988) have defined as the year when 
international solidarity, as it had been conceived and understood since 
its inception in the mid-nineteenth century, came to an abrupt end.  49   
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 After Münzenberg’s official break with both the Soviet Union, the 
Comintern and the KPD, his name had become anathema in the Soviet 
world of international communism, as it would later become in the 
post-war German Democratic Republic (GDR). However, it was not only 
Münzenberg’s name that was banished to the forgotten annals of history, 
but also the history of the  Arbeiterhilfe  itself, which became systemati-
cally omitted from the GDR’s records. Traditionally, the idea of ‘blank 
pages’ in the history of German communism has pertained to individ-
uals, seldom to whole organisations. As I will argue, the  Arbeiterhilfe,  and 
particularly Münzenberg’s role in it, had become so politically sensitive 
in the post-1945 context that the only way to deal with it in the GDR 
was by complete silence, as a kind of wasteland best forgotten, as their 
history would de-legitimise the GDR’s leadership.  50   

 The only major book on Münzenberg was published by his life partner 
Babett Gross in 1967, but no comprehensive account of the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was ever published. Further, the Eastern bloc had control over the bulk 
of the primary sources which, after the Second World War, were safely 
stashed away in the East German and Soviet archives, classified as being 
top secret. Thus, only after the fall of communism in both Eastern Europe 
and Russia was it possible to write a new history of the radical Left, yet 
the history of the most significant transnational solidarity organisation 
of the interwar period, the  Arbeiterhilfe , until today seems to remain 
hidden in the shadows of the East German memory politic.  51   

 The source material utilised in this study consists mainly of docu-
ments made accessible in Moscow and Berlin as a consequence of the 
‘archive revolution’ enabled by the fall of communism in Europe and 
Russia. The Russian part of the material consists of documents produced 
by and for the communist movement, including the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s own 
central archive consisting of 50,000 pages. The German material has 
been collected besides from the former archives of the KPD and its 
successor, the Socialist Unity Party (SED), from the extensive collections 
of the German interwar state institutions, including police and state 
security archives.   

  The problem of solidarity 

  Bringing back the context 

 It has been argued that the social landscape of Weimar Germany was to 
a profound extent divided into several political sub-cultures and social 
milieus which were generally very antagonistic and hostile towards each 
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other.  52   A central theory regarding the working-class culture in Germany 
has been based on Roth’s (1963) interpretation of imperial Germany’s 
social democratic workers as creators of a tightly-knit class-conscious 
sub-culture. This resulted, supposedly, in a negative integration, with 
the social democratic organisations creating a separate world, isolated 
from the dominant society.  53   A prevailing consensus within the research 
has stated that the height of the social democratic workers’ collective 
organisation ( Vereinskultur)  was achieved during the  Second German 
Reich . Consequently, the Weimar Republic has been described as a 
time of disintegration and demise for the social democratic ‘world of 
organisations’; a demise that is most often attributed to the rise of the 
national socialists who completely destroyed what was left of the social 
democratic organisations in 1933. If the end of the Weimar Republic 
represented a significant turning point in the history of the workers’ 
culture, so too did the very creation of Weimar Germany.  54   In 1918, 
German social democracy reached a level of political power it had previ-
ously only dreamed of. Although in its official programmes it upheld 
the notion of an oppositional working-class party, in reality it became 
the official party par excellence of the Weimar Republic.  55   

 It has consequently been argued that the social democratic organisa-
tions in imperial Germany were founded on a counter-cultural basis but 
that with the establishment of the Weimar Republic, this incentive to 
uphold counter-cultural workers’ organisations diminished. Wunderer 
(1980) has subsequently argued that the social democratic organisations 
in the Weimar Republic in fact de-politicised themselves. He argues that 
they were transformed from counter-cultural movements into organi-
sations for social integration and, through an increasing collaboration 
with bourgeois organisations, they slowly distanced themselves from 
their previously strong class-based roots.  56   

 Therefore, several researchers have assumed that the social demo-
cratic workers’ culture of Germany in the mid-1920s already contained 
the seeds of its disintegration. Wunderer critically emphasises a crucial 
difference which the social democratic leadership at the time empha-
sised, namely the clear distinction between leisure time and politics. 
For the social democratic cultural organisations of the Weimar period, 
politics was a no-go area, exclusively reserved for the Social Democratic 
Party. What the cultural organisations engaged themselves in did not 
concern the party and their leisure activities, supposedly restricted to 
apolitical activities, were often completely ignored.  57   

 Mallmann’s (1996) social history of the CP in Weimar Germany 
launched one of the most heated debates on the character of the 
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interwar communist movement since the fall of communism in Europe. 
Mallmann’s study rests heavily on the analytical categorisation of social 
milieus, and he argues vividly that a specific “Left-wing proletarian 
milieu” was established during the Weimar Republic. This milieu was 
supposedly a social base, independent from the directives and tactical 
turns forwarded by the vanguard of the KPD and the Comintern, and 
instead formed a milieu where social democrats and communists co-
existed and shared the common proletarian traditions of the pre-war 
era.  58   Unfortunately, as Wirsching (1997) has noted, Mallmann focuses 
his study on the CP and not on the cultural and mass organisations of 
the workers’ movement, which weakens his argumentation. According 
to Wirsching, the only area where a united proletarian milieu could 
have been formed was in the socialist cultural and mass organisations 
which did not require party membership. This, however, was practi-
cally impossible in the organisations founded by the social democrats, 
where communists were instructed to form cells and fractions. Later, 
after the introduction of the Comintern’s class-against-class policy 
directed against the social democrats in 1928–1929, the communists 
within these social democratic organisations were explicitly ordered 
to split their organisations and to form parallel communist organisa-
tions under communist leadership. Wirsching notes, however, that the 
situation was partially different for the mass and cultural organisations 
founded by the communist movement. These mass organisations in 
Germany included the  Rote Frontkämpferbund (Red Front Fighters ’  League) , 
the  Rote Hilfe (International Red Aid (MOPR)  and the  Arbeiterhilfe .  59   While 
the first two organisations were very much dominated by communists, 
the case of the  Arbeiterhilfe  remains a potential question mark, and a 
forum where socialists, social democrats and communists could possibly 
have found common ground. As this study will show, however, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  on many levels lost its role as a common ground for both 
social democrats and communists in 1924 when the SPD leadership 
declared that membership in the  Arbeiterhilfe  was forbidden for party 
members, although it remained as a forum for ‘unorganised’ workers 
and communists. 

 Weitz (1997) has in line with Wunderer argued that in the Weimar 
Republic it was primarily the communists who upheld the counter-
cultural socialist tradition which highlighted the labour movement’s 
struggle against oppression in the name of working-class solidarity.  60   
Weitz convincingly demonstrates how a specific communist ‘political 
culture’ emerged during the 1920s. In the process, the KPD created 
political and social identities amongst workers which stressed loyalty to 
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the Soviet Union, a strong commitment to communism and the signifi-
cance of class, struggle and solidarity. Clearly, both the social demo-
cratic and the CPs tried to forge their own  separate  identities with their 
own interpretations of socialism and political programmes. However, as 
Mallmann (1999) rightly points out, there were also a degree of  common  
futures and a  common  language inherent in the heritage of nineteenth-
century socialism and in the Marxist ideas of class struggle, socialism 
and the establishment of a classless society and the notion of interna-
tional working-class solidarity.  61   Following on from this argument, we 
need to delve more deeply into the shared but also highly contested 
concept of international solidarity.  

  Perspectives on solidarity 

 Ever since 1945, the term ‘solidarity’ has been utilised excessively by 
social democratic and Christian parties, in governmental statutes, in the 
European Union and in all kinds of organisations and societies. Stjernø 
(2005) argues in his seminal study on solidarity in Europe that the idea 
of solidarity has, consequently, during the process, been re-defined and 
re-modelled into a modern social democratic idea of solidarity based on 
“ethics, feelings of reciprocal responsibility, recognition of interdepend-
ence, or the feeling of belonging together”. Solidarity today is hence 
not primarily understood as an expression of class interests as it was 
primarily understood before the Second World War, but as a significant 
concept which ideally includes the whole of humanity, uniting people 
around the globe in transnational cooperation.  62   

 Over the past centuries, the concept of social solidarity has described 
a broad repertoire of phenomena beginning from simply “giving to a 
beggar to organised worker solidarity, from offering help to our neigh-
bour to walking in a silent march, from doing volunteer work to global 
networking”.  63   A modern definition of solidarity could be described 
as “the willingness to share resources to support people in their strug-
gles or [those] in need of aid”.  64   Simply put, the idea of solidarity has 
carried and still carries today a multitude of meanings and understand-
ings which require further clarification. The original political concept 
of solidarity had its origins in the French Revolution and the concept 
of  fraternité . The term ‘brotherhood’ was the predecessor of ‘solidarity’ 
which implied the feeling of political community and sameness. It was 
not, however, only the bourgeois who employed the concept of brother-
hood, but was from the beginning of the nineteenth century also used 
in the context of brotherhood between workers. Accordingly, the first 
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significant trade union in Germany was entitled the  Deutsche Arbeiter-
Verbrüderung (German Workers ’  Brotherhood) .  65   

 However, Karl Marx allegedly strove to prevent the use of the term 
brotherhood in the vocabulary of the labour movement, especially after 
the failed revolutions of 1848. Most importantly, the terms ‘brother’ 
and ‘brotherhood’ were absent from the 1848  Communist Manifesto . 
Instead, Marx developed a distinct theory of working-class solidarity, 
but he still rarely used the  term  ‘solidarity’ in his writings. The Swedish 
historian Sven-Eric Liedman has concluded that the term ‘solidarity’ was 
not employed by Marx until the foundation of the  First International  (the 
 International Working Men ’ s Association ) in 1864. Apparently, there was 
a logical reason for this delay: namely that while ‘solidarity’ had previ-
ously defined the unity of the whole nation, Marx was employing the 
term to represent a newly discovered unity within the working class, an 
international working-class solidarity which questioned the primacy of 
national unity.  66   

 Steinar Stjernø’s study constitutes the only comprehensive study of 
the history of solidarity as an idea in Europe. One of the most pivotal 
elements of Stjernø’s analysis is his argument that during the last 
decades of the nineteenth and the first quarter of the twentieth century, 
three distinct interpretations of solidarity were developed by socialist 
theorists.  67   In order to understand different articulations of interna-
tional solidarity during the interwar period, it is essential to trace its 
conceptual and ideological evolution that most certainly affected the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s conceptualisations of international solidarity. 

 The first interpretation of solidarity is defined as a ‘classical Marxist 
class solidarity’ which is described with synonyms such as brotherhood, 
class unity and internationalism.  68   This interpretation was then further 
developed by the German social democrat Karl Kautsky (1854–1938) 
who, during the last decades of the nineteenth century, provided the 
works of Marx and Engels with an authoritative interpretation. Together 
with August Bebel (1840–1913) and Eduard Bernstein (1850–1932), they 
formulated the SPD’s 1891 Erfurt programme which then advocated a 
specific ‘social democratic’ idea of solidarity. Significantly, though, the 
term ‘solidarity’ was not used in this programme. Kautsky described 
solidarity as being a general concept implying a feeling of togetherness 
and community that is created between workers when they realise their 
shared interests. This solidarity was defined by Kautsky as a force that 
not only included the workers in local, regional or national contexts, 
but also formed an international force that crossed the borders of 
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nations. One of the most significant elements of Kautsky’s later work 
was that he introduced the  term  ‘solidarity’ as a cornerstone of Marxist 
theory. Kautsky also widened the concept to include people outside the 
working class.  69   

 The third and most controversial interpretation of solidarity was then 
formulated by the radical Left. Controversially, Stjernø states that offi-
cial Marxism-Leninism avoided using the term ‘solidarity’ completely, 
and that Marxism-Leninism did not develop any new discourse on soli-
darity prior to the Second World War.  70   This study of the  Arbeiterhilfe  
will, however, provide a completely revised picture of the communist 
articulations of ‘solidarity’ during the interwar period. Quite contrary 
to Stjernø’s conclusions, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s articulations of international 
solidarity were, for example, not at all restricted to the conscious part 
of the working class, but especially directed to the ‘unorganised’ masses. 
In addition, its articulation of solidarity was not ‘very restricted’ in its 
inclusiveness, on the contrary it was open to all workers and sympa-
thisers of the world irrespective of party affiliation. 

 Stjernø highlights the fact that Lenin was more concerned with 
excluding groups and establishing discipline instead of concentrating 
on issues which united the Left. Although the foundation of the 
Comintern in 1919 was proclaimed as a significant expression of inter-
national solidarity, Stjernø has rightly pointed out the fact that the 
Comintern’s actual programme only referred once to the idea of soli-
darity in a passage referring to the brotherhood of all peoples and that 
during the Comintern’s Second World Congress in 1920 there were no 
references at all either to solidarity or to synonymous concepts in either 
its theses, its resolutions or in Lenin’s speeches. It has therefore been 
argued that the leaders of the Comintern in principle had by this stage 
abandoned the idea of solidarity and instead emphasised the impor-
tance of forming a strong unity and discipline within the new revo-
lutionary framework. It has been suggested that in a situation when 
most European workers supported social democracy, “communists may 
have felt it difficult to write or talk about working-class solidarity”.  71   
This may have been true for the early years of the Comintern, but as 
this study will show, after the summer of 1921 international solidarity 
was powerfully (re)introduced by the  Arbeiterhilfe  and Münzenberg in 
Germany and the world. 

 Mainly on the basis of Georg Lukács’  History and Class Consciousness  
(1923), where he famously stated that genuine solidarity cannot be 
achieved in a capitalist society, only in a communist one, and the post-
humously published work of Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937), Stjernø 
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defines a ‘Marxist-Leninist’ interpretation of solidarity. It is defined as 
being a solidarity deliberately confined to the “conscious part of the 
working class”, based on a “very strong” collective orientation and a 
“very restricted” inclusiveness which explicitly suppresses individual 
autonomy.  72   It has thus been suggested that the main differences 
between the so-called Marxist-Leninist and the social democratic inter-
pretation of solidarity was that the latter strove to broaden the concept 
of solidarity – to make it more inclusive – while Lenin and his followers 
stressed the importance of a pure working class solidarity, making it very 
restrictive.  73   

 The only exception noted by Stjernø concerns the Comintern’s 
engagement in the relations between the working classes of Europe 
and the colonial and semi-colonial countries. Significantly, however, 
and contrary to what this study will show, Stjernø claims that the term 
‘solidarity’ was not used in such contexts. Issues associated with the 
Soviet Union’s foreign policy, for example the colonial question, neces-
sarily involved the interests of the Soviet state. It has consequently been 
argued that it became increasingly difficult to distinguish between the 
Marxist-Leninist form of international solidarity on the one hand and 
loyalty to the Soviet Union on the other.  74   

 There has been an extensive debate on the nature of communist inter-
national solidarity and its connection with the Soviet Union. From a 
Soviet point of view, the instrumental usage of international solidarity 
was a political necessity. After all, Stalin concluded in 1927 that “[a]n 
internationalist is one who, unreservedly, without hesitation, without 
conditions, is ready to defend the Soviet Union”.  75   Such statements 
have only strengthened the view, also upheld by the front organisation 
perspective, that solidarity in relation to communists was not ‘real’, 
it was in fact not solidarity at all, but a form of loyalty to Bolshevik 
Russia. The origins of this transformation from solidarity into loyalty is 
most often traced to the doctrine of “socialism in one country” through 
which Stalin changed the international working class project into one 
securing Soviet state power, and changed international solidarity into a 
sworn allegiance to the Soviet Union. Here, internationalism was never 
a principle but merely an ideological tool.  76   

 Especially amongst Western scholars, Stalin’s statements have been 
linked to the transformation of the Comintern from a revolutionary 
international into an international organisation, strictly in line with the 
Soviet Union’s foreign policy needs. Within this field of study, there has 
been a special focus on the Comintern’s complex structures, hierarchies 
and the history of increasing domination by the Russian Bolsheviks 
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and Stalin, or the so-called  Bolshevisation  or  Stalinisation  of the world 
communist movement. The communist chain of command was thus 
headed by Stalin and was closely overseen by the Comintern leader-
ship who allegedly executed “complete control” of the CPs around the 
world. However, in a significant contribution to the history of interwar 
communism, Weber (2007) emphasises that when ‘world communism’ 
was created, it was not yet either a monolithic or a strictly organised 
movement. The majority of the CPs’ members and functionaries were 
advocates of the traditions of socialism and had not yet been trans-
formed into communist cadres.  77   

 After the opening of the GDR and Soviet Union archives, great 
progress has been made in the field of research concerning commu-
nism as a  Herrschaftssystem  (system of rule), a communist system in 
charge of state power which all around the world led to massive repres-
sions. However, as Weber points out, there is still a shortage of research 
analysing communism as a radical social movement. Further, a suffi-
cient distinction between solidarity in communist states like Soviet 
Russia and solidarity as it was articulated and practised in radical social 
movements in non-communist countries has not sufficiently been 
made. As Weber states, communism as a social movement was based on 
the idea of making a “better world”, and was, therefore, an offshoot of 
the classic workers’ movement founded in the nineteenth century. In 
essence, communism was an answer to a social question, and a product 
of the madness resulting from the First World War. Communism carried 
with it a strong element of utopia and the belief in rapidly ending 
social misery. However, already from the Russian Revolution onwards, 
a predicament developed as the social reality in Soviet Russia turned 
out to be flawed by terror and repression, instead of being the supreme 
example of a workers’ paradise. Yet, although the realities of the dicta-
torship in Soviet Russia became known around the world, communism 
as a radical social movement continued to attract supporters. According 
to Weber, after the fall of communism, mono-causal answers have been 
provided to complex issues, and black and white pictures of the past 
have been painted. Weber declares that at some point, the time for a 
historicisation of communism will come which in Weber’s mind will 
be free of prejudice, black and white dichotomies and emotions as well 
as of apologetics. This historicisation can naturally not imply the belit-
tlement or silencing of the terror and crimes but, according to Weber, 
historicisation is the only way to understand how the communist move-
ment through history continued to attract followers despite the ongoing 
terror and reality in communist states.  78   Here, the historicisation of the 
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communist concept of solidarity is defined as one of the most signifi-
cant answers to the questions posed above.  

  Solidarity and identity 

 To understand how and why the  Arbeiterhilfe  developed its message of 
solidarity as it did, the problematic question must be asked: Why are 
people attracted to the idea of solidarity and what kind of emotional 
and rational reasons could motivate people to join forces, or to sympa-
thise with certain specific groups of solidarity? As the previous section 
focused on the concept of solidarity in socialist and communist writings, 
the following section will approach solidarity as a social phenomena, 
theorising on the dynamics of social solidarity. Significantly, the role of 
emotions in the analysis of solidarity has remained largely untouched, 
although sociologists have suggested that “collective feelings” constitute 
the very glue of solidarity. In fact, there have been recent efforts to bring 
emotions back into the study of social movements. The main argument 
of this approach is simply that strongly felt emotions (also) matter due 
to their motivating role.  79   What people actually felt is beyond the reach 
of history, but what is possible to study is how the  Arbeiterhilfe , through 
its publications for example, built upon a sense of fear of the ‘impe-
rialist’, ‘capitalist’ and ‘other’ whom the  Arbeiterhilfe  presented as the 
objects of fear, and as a significant ‘they’ that the working class could 
and should unite against. 

 Looking analytically at the inner dynamics of social solidarity, it has 
been suggested that people primarily show solidarity towards those 
whose history, convictions and interests they share, while others are not 
included. However, no human solidarity is simply based on the fact that 
a fellow human being, or a ‘brother’ is in need. All solidarity is moti-
vated by some human connection and is strongest towards those who 
are portrayed as ‘we’ or are identified as a part of ‘us’.  80   

 Solidarity is generally distinguished from philanthropy through the 
analysis of we-groups. If philanthropy is based on charity and mercy to 
those who are suffering hardship, solidarity is described as a process or 
feeling  between  those suffering hardship or oppression who join forces 
to protect their common interests. Those who provide charity are not a 
part of this ‘we-group’ of the oppressed, but in the context of the class 
struggle may perhaps even be described as good-hearted representatives 
of the ‘other’, for example representatives of the upper classes. However, 
as Bayertz (1998) points out, the we-groups can vary as much as the 
common interests. Furthermore, if solidarity is only understood as a 
struggle for common interests, solidarity could simply be understood 
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as a means to achieve these interests. This instrumental perspective is 
deficient in several ways. As Bayertz states, every rational person must 
understand that showing solidarity does not only include the potential 
gains, but also includes the concrete costs of engagement counted in 
time, effort and risk. If a person was only striving to achieve the gains 
of the struggle, the rational choice would be to ignore the struggle and 
let others carry the weight and costs of it, while later enjoying the fruits 
of the action. The group has a common interest in achieving common 
goals, but the participants have no common interest in bearing the costs 
of the struggle.  81   

 When solidarity is elevated to the centre of this study, it opens up the 
possibility of bringing to light the spectrum of motives which expressed 
solidarities have had throughout history. When it is made clear that 
solidarity is more than just a weapon of politics, which suggests that 
solidarity is something external inflicted upon a group of people, there 
is a sociological tradition which describes solidarity as being something 
residing within the self that is strongly coupled with altruism. This 
spectrum of solidarity, as described by Komter, indicates that people’s 
motives lie scattered along an imaginary scale of altruism:

  [1] from selflessly wanting to contribute to the well-being of other 
people, without any expectations of return, [2] to reciprocally 
exchanging help or helping as a compensation for being helped 
oneself, [3] to keeping a sharp eye on whether the debt balance is 
not pending too much to one side. [4] You are helping other people, 
knowing that you will be helped in return.  82     

 Feelings of solidarity can, in other words, be understood on a scale 
moving from the self to a complete identification with others. The most 
narrow category is that of self interest, but the self is rarely completely 
isolated and shares most often some kind of identification with a group 
that shares some common interests. Solidarity clearly has several aims. 
Some people want to realise personal interests that are dependent upon 
a relationship with other people. For others, solidarity may be about 
gaining strength and power for a conflict with adversaries or simply be 
founded upon the wish to be part of a community with fellow human 
beings. Even a feeling of interdependence can function as a foundation 
for solidarity. Solidarity with others can also be based on political or reli-
gious affiliations. The other end of the scale constitutes a universal cate-
gory which Stjernø describes as an altruism embracing all of humanity. 
Most importantly, each of these stages along the continuum from ‘I’ to 
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‘all’ have their own objectives and boundaries that prescribe who should 
be included or excluded from the expressed solidarity. Thus any inves-
tigation into social solidarity does not only include the relationship 
between ‘I’ and ‘we’, but also between ‘we’ and ‘they’. The basic point 
to be made is that almost every kind of solidarity entails the elements of 
inclusion and exclusion.  83   This constitutes a central aspect of my subse-
quent analysis. 

 The realisation of the inclusive and exclusive character of social soli-
darity makes it clear that a not too rosy image of solidarity can be main-
tained as in order to achieve a number of common goals, the element 
of struggle is an imminent part of solidarity as the solidarity unity is 
often challenged by rival groups promoting their own goals and inter-
ests. This engagement against an adversary makes the negative aspects 
of solidarity also an integral part of the struggle. Solidarity includes, 
therefore, the element of conflict and, as Bayertz has highlighted, soli-
darity within groups should primarily be understood as a solidarity of 
struggle, (a  Kampfsolidarität ).  84   How is then difference or similarity made 
meaningful, worth sacrifices and emotional commitment, or how is the 
notion of ‘they’ effectively constructed, menacing enough to struggle 
against? A Marxist perspective would argue for an economic and struc-
tural formation of ‘we-groups’ based on class – but what about workers 
firstly identifying themselves as a part of a national solidarity, as for 
example Germans, or workers identifying themselves with fascism and 
thus placing them in direct opposition to the socialist conception of a 
transnational workers’ community? 

 It is suggested here that the theoretical discussion of international 
solidarity must be integrally connected to the study of nationalism. As 
Föllmer (2005) emphasises, recent research on nationalism inspired by a 
cultural historical approach has in a significant way emphasised the role 
of nationalist movements, discourses and symbols for the formation of 
national identity and solidarity.  85   However, although most researchers 
on nationalism agree that national identity consists of the continuous 
reproduction of values, symbols, memories, myths and traditions, it 
remains highly unclear who in reality is doing the reproduction and 
who decides what a nation’s heritage comprises. Parallel to the idea of 
nationalism, the idea of class consciousness was developed during the 
nineteenth century stressing that social classes can fully exist only if 
developed to “full class consciousness”.  86   How was this consciousness 
supposed to be brought about? The larger community of workers was 
indeed an imagined community-in-construction in the spirit of Benedict 
Andersson, as most of the members in the community could never 
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know the other people included. As in the case of nationalism which 
invented nations where they previously did not exist, so Marxism also 
invented class consciousness and international solidarity where it previ-
ously could not be found. The question is naturally not of false or unreal 
communities, but of how a community is being imagined.  87   

 In an effort to analyse the formation of solidarity communities, Scholz 
(2008) defines a form of ‘political solidarity’ that arises in response to 
situations of injustice and oppression. As news of these injustices are 
spread, individuals make a conscious commitment to join forces with 
others to engage in struggle. Thus, it is this shared commitment to a 
cause that creates the bond of solidarity. Two distinctive aspects of this 
political solidarity are that it arises in opposition to atrocities and that 
it is striving for social change. However, in Scholz’s model, political soli-
darity is based on the commitment to fight against oppression and not 
on the  shared  experience of being oppressed. In this respect, it differs from 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s articulations of solidarity which were based on the idea 
of uniting workers around the world, all of whom supposedly shared 
the experience of oppression under capitalism.  88   On the other hand, a 
commitment to the struggle was a prerequisite for everyone involved 
in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity campaign work. Although Scholz’s model 
does not seem to apply to the workers themselves, her model of political 
solidarity could be used to analyse the intellectuals, academics and other 
luminaries who supported the  Arbeiterhilfe  during solidarity campaigns. 
They were clearly not a part of the oppressed groups, but they seem to 
have believed in a political solidarity that was striving for social change 
and which would end the oppression. 

 A method to study the creation of a group identities, is to look at 
the ‘new mass politics’ that was developed from the nineteenth century 
onwards which in Germany was combined with romanticism. This 
development gave prominence to symbols, myths, public festivals and 
rites which became significant ingredients in the German drama of poli-
tics. Most often ‘identity politics’ has been combined with the construc-
tion of the nation state, but as Mosse (1975) shows, these elements can 
also be analysed in the context of both the workers’ movement and 
the construction of an international solidarity community.  89   Many 
studies have claimed that it was the national socialists (the Nazis) who 
‘invented’ the use of aesthetics in mass politics during festivities and 
mass events. More recently, this image of national socialist supremacy 
in the field of mass politics during the Weimar Republic has been chal-
lenged by studies focusing on mass events commissioned by the Republic 
and in studies of the political cultures of the republican parties.  90   These 
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observations have directed attention to the fragmented political culture 
within the Weimar Republic, and especially to the culture of radicalism 
that was developed by the CP in Germany. Here, it would be immensely 
important to include organisations such as the  Arbeiterhilfe  in any such 
analysis.  91   

 The rising role of the mass media during the 1920s seems especially 
important in this context. In a comprehensive study, Baringhorst 
(1998) investigates the possibility of creating solidarity through modern 
mass media. Baringhorst highlights the production of social solidarity 
through the construction of symbols spread through ‘a new type of 
public communication’. The prerequisite for international solidarity 
is that information about faraway atrocities is spread swiftly. Without 
news agencies and media involvement, the possible need for solidarity 
remains largely unknown. Here a special interest lies in the organisa-
tion of solidarity campaigns which are analysed through texts and visual 
representations of solidarity. In many cases it is precisely the campaign 
work which creates, mobilises and awakens international solidarity 
through the development of symbols, logos, illustrations and documen-
tary pictures. Of the utmost importance is Baringhorst’s emphasis on 
including both images and texts in all analyses. Persuasive campaigns 
are almost never constructed solely on text or image content alone, but 
combine the use of strong images and equally appealing slogans and 
solutions. Most importantly, appeals for solidarity are not described as 
being merely an instrumental means to raise material assistance, but 
play a pivotal role in the wider struggle over opinion and competition 
between rival symbols.  92   

 Significantly, political art became one of the central pillars in the 
Bolshevik’s efforts to mobilise the Russian population. After only one 
year in power, the Bolsheviks had created a propaganda apparatus that 
was producing significant new symbols, rituals and images which intro-
duced ‘class’ as the pillar of social and political solidarity.  93   

 Political campaigns have the natural aim to mobilise the public for 
a specific cause or political goal. However, in the case of solidarity 
campaigns, they could also be presented as a form of “social marketing”. 
The combination of social issues and marketing was only established in 
Germany during the last quarter of the twentieth century, although the 
idea of social marketing had already been established in the USA during 
the 1960s. The question “why can’t you sell brotherhood and rational 
thinking like you sell soap?” was apparently raised there as early as in 
1952. For the interwar period, the central question remains unclear, 
namely what kind of visual strategies were used to create solidarity 
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between an existing we-group (for example the German workers) and 
far-off victims of oppression and injustice?  94   Clearly, the role of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  was that of an active intermediary, who in many cases stood 
in front of great challenges in order to ‘sell’ its message of international 
solidarity. What made this even more challenging was that the interna-
tional solidarity being conceptualised was not supposed to be limited 
to symbolical manifestations, but expected the realisation of practical, 
material support to those in hardship and need. 

 In order to achieve this it is here argued that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was, 
through its campaign work and cultural activities, attempting to create a 
comprehensive ‘culture of international solidarity’ in Weimar Germany. 
This culture of solidarity emphasises the significance of both old and 
new traditions of solidarity being created and renegotiated within the 
working class.  95   In this sense the  Arbeiterhilfe  re-articulated the socialist 
counter culture of the nineteenth century, but at the same time it was 
trying to introduce new elements to this culture, such as the role and 
significance of revolutionary Russia for the transnational workers’ 
community, but above all to convince the workers of the world of the 
powerful force of solidarity and of the significance of mutuality based 
on their intertwined history and destiny as a part of the same transna-
tional we-group. It was international solidarity that was supposed to 
‘free the world’.      
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   The aim of this chapter is to analyse how international solidarity was 
articulated in the context of the famine in Soviet Russia in 1921. The 
chapter will, firstly, establish the origins of the Comintern’s famine 
relief initiative which resulted in the establishment of the  Arbeiterhilfe  
as a workers’ relief organisation for Soviet Russia. Secondly, the chapter 
will analyse how the  Arbeiterhilfe  and Münzenberg attempted to 
‘awaken’ a strong, unified international solidarity movement amongst 
the German workers. What were the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s initial motives and 
how was its mission constructed through its articulations of solidarity? 
Who was included in this solidarity and what was its objective? How 
was international solidarity understood in relation to philanthropy and 
humanitarianism?  

  Famine in Soviet Russia! 

  Disclosing the disaster: Soviet Russia calls for assistance 

 The Russian Volga region was vulnerable to droughts and frosts and had 
already experienced a poor harvest in 1920. Previous famines in the 
region had been partially overcome thanks to emergency stocks of grain 
but, after years of civil war and revolutionary turmoil, the old peasant 
economy was in ruins. In the summer of 1921, Soviet Russia stood in 
front of an unprecedented humanitarian catastrophe that would lead 
to the death of two million people in the Volga region caused by the 
famine and raging typhus and cholera epidemics.  1   

 It took, however, until the summer of 1921 before either the existence 
or the scope of the famine was officially admitted. Finally, on 26 June 
1921, it was announced in the Russian newspaper  Pravda  that a horrific 
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famine had stricken the Volga countryside. However, it was not until 
2 August 1921 that Soviet Commissar of Foreign Affairs, Georgi Chicherin, 
sent an official appeal for assistance to the heads of all governments.  2   

 More than a month before the governmental – and politically embar-
rassing – plea for help to the Western, capitalist states, the Russian author 
Maxim Gorky had started devising, with the support of Lenin, the 
 All-Russian Public Committee to Help the Hungry  that included a number 
of Russian non-communist intellectuals, cultural figures and promi-
nent Soviet officials. Consequently, during the following days, Gorky 
drafted and despatched an appeal ‘To All Honest People’ of the world 
to send bread and medicine to the starving Russian people. On 13 July, 
the appeal was received by the Norwegian explorer and humanitarian 
Fridtjov Nansen (1861–1930) and during the coming weeks the appeal 
found its way into the Western press and governments.  3   

 On 22 July, Gorky’s appeal reached the US Minister of Trade, and 
future president, Herbert Hoover (1874–1964) who the following day 
answered on behalf of the  American Relief Administration  (ARA) that 
they were prepared to initiate a relief campaign in Russia. Since 1917, 
Hoover had been in charge of the US Food Administration which, on 
the orders of Woodrow Wilson, had been transformed in 1918 into 
an agency for the relief and reconstruction of Europe. The motives 
behind Hoover’s response remain unclear, but it appears that the ARA’s 
mission was ultimately founded on the belief that famine relief in itself 
would help the Russians ‘to come to their senses’ and, once recovered 
from hunger, to overthrow the Bolshevik regime. Furthermore, Hoover 
motivated the relief campaign in the US Congress with the argument 
that it would be of service to American farmers as they would be able to 
get rid of their surplus harvest.  4   The Bolsheviks were extremely worried 
that foreign powers would make political demands on Soviet Russia 
under the pretext of humanitarianism. Anxiously, it was concluded 
that the minds of the peasants could be turned with phrases like 
“Look, here is bread and grain. Chase the Bolsheviks to the devil, and 
you will have enough to eat and live”.  5   The Cheka even suspected that 
the ARA was concealing a sizeable food reserve in Vienna so that “in 
the event of a coup [it] could provide immediate support to the White 
government”.  6   

 Negotiations were held in Riga between the representatives of the 
ARA and the Soviet authorities, and an agreement was finally reached 
on 20 August. It was the beginning of a massive two-year famine relief 
campaign which, by the summer of 1922, was providing for over ten 
million people per day.  7   Because of the agreement with the ARA, Lenin 



Awakening International Solidarity, 1921 31

decided to dissolve Gorky’s  Public Committee  and to send the Cheka in 
to make arrests and to expel all of its members, except Gorky and the 
Russian author V. G. Korolenko, from Moscow.  8   On the Soviet side the 
only remaining official famine committee was called the  Famine Relief 
Commission of the All-Russian Central Executive Committee,  which was 
headed by Lev (Leo) Kamenev.  9   

 What often is forgotten is that at the same time that Gorky had sent 
his appeal to the world, a completely different initiative was developing 
in Moscow which was not based on philanthropy or humanitarianism, 
but on the idea of international solidarity.  

  Enter Münzenberg: a mission in Moscow 

 Despite the critical development in Russia, the Comintern convened 
as planned for its Third World Congress in Moscow between 22 June 
and 12 July 1921. Münzenberg had visited Moscow for the first time in 
1920 for the Second World Congress as a representative of the Youth 
International.  10   In a curious twist of fate, Münzenberg and hundreds 
of the world’s revolutionaries were gathering in Soviet Russia in 1921 
as news and rumours of the catastrophic famine were starting to spread 
both nationally and internationally.  11   

 In Moscow, Münzenberg had learned from Lenin that he had no hopes 
for any famine relief from the capitalist nations, and that the only assist-
ance Lenin expected would come from the international proletariat.  12   
Although Stjernø suggests that Lenin was not concerned with solidarity 
in his writings, this does not necessarily imply that the concept of inter-
national solidarity did not constitute a central pillar in his political 
thinking.  13   In an ‘Appeal to the International Proletariat’ published on 
2 August 1921, Lenin wrote bluntly: “We need help. The Soviet Republic 
of Workers and Peasants expects this help from the working people, the 
industrial workers and the small farmers. […] Those who have suffered 
from capitalist suppression all their lives will understand the position 
of the workers and peasants of Russia, they will grasp or, guided by the 
instinct of working and exploited people, will sense the need to help the 
Soviet Republic […]”.  14   Although Lenin did not use the term ‘solidarity’, 
this appeal emphasises his belief in the existence of an international 
solidarity between the workers of the world that in the hour of a true 
crisis, could be powerfully awakened. He was clearly calling for interna-
tional solidarity – not international humanitarianism. 

 Since 1921 the motive for the founding of the  Arbeiterhilfe  has 
remained a highly controversial question. McMeekin (2003) argues that 
Münzenberg’s mission was to organise a “famine whitewash campaign”, 
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the aim of which was to distract attention from the ARA’s relief campaign. 
McMeekin’s stance supports the idea that the creation of the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was from its inception based on propaganda rather than relief. However, 
as I will show below, the first plans to establish a workers’ famine relief 
in the West were articulated several weeks before Hoover sent his initial 
response to Gorky’s appeal, leaving McMeekin’s statement chronologi-
cally incorrect.  15   

 A letter from Münzenberg to the Comintern’s chairman, Zinoviev, 
written on 3 July 1921 in Moscow, reveals that Münzenberg had already 
been entrusted by then with the mission to organise the workers’ 
relief in the West. According to the initial plan described in the letter, 
Münzenberg was to leave Moscow on that very day to do a tour of 
Europe to organise the campaign. Münzenberg was supposed to first stop 
on 10 July in Berlin, thereafter he would travel to Prague, Vienna and 
Rome, before heading back to Moscow via Berlin. Münzenberg stayed 
however in Moscow and it seems that he entrusted the German commu-
nist Wilhelm Koenen (1886–1963) to initially prepare the campaign in 
Berlin.  16   The unpublished protocols of the Small Bureau  17   of the  Executive 
Committee of the Communist International  (ECCI) show that on 19 July 
1921 the first official deliberations for establishing a Comintern relief 
committee for the starving were held.  18   

 Zinoviev sent on 23 July 1921 a top secret letter to the Comintern’s 
clandestine  West  European Secretariat  (WES) in Berlin informing it 
of the grave situation in Russia. This letter also signified a definite 
turning point in the Comintern’s history. Since the establishment of 
the Comintern in 1919, the Western world had been overwhelmed by 
radicalism, but now, in the summer of 1921, Zinoviev concluded that 
the revolutionary enthusiasm amongst the workers was slowly being 
replaced by apathy and exhaustion. The Comintern was no longer an 
organisation of immediate action. The first and serious trial of the world 
proletariat was to rescue no less than 20 million Russian brothers from 
the claws of hunger. According to Zinoviev, the famine created circum-
stances in which those who had the means to provide the hungry with 
food, could also win over the allegiance of the Russian people. Zinoviev 
stressed that the workers of the West had to be made aware of what kind 
of damaging effect the fall of Soviet Russia would have on the world 
revolution: They had to realise the consequences if the “world bour-
geois” was allowed to be victorious. The workers of Russia were waiting 
for help and the Central Committee (CC) of the Comintern regarded it 
as the absolute duty of the “proletariat of the West” to reach out with 
assistance.  19   
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 When the next ECCI meeting was held on 27 July, Gorky had just 
the previous day received Hoover’s first response expressing the ARA’s 
willingness to send food, clothing and medical supplies to Russia  if  an 
official request was sent from the Soviet government.  20   At the ECCI’s 
meeting, the Polish revolutionary Karl Radek suggested that a specific 
relief organisation should be put in charge of the work abroad which 
would allow the Comintern greater freedom of action in foreign coun-
tries. Radek’s suggestion constituted the first official mention of what 
would soon become the  Arbeiterhilfe  in Berlin.  21   However, in order to 
explain why the Comintern as a revolutionary international should 
engage in famine relief, Radek presented the campaign as an oppor-
tunity to also open doors to the capitalist states which would other-
wise have remained closed. It was during this meeting on 27 July 1921 
that Münzenberg officially received the mission that would define the 
better part of his life. Zinoviev then officially proposed that Münzenberg 
should be in charge of the famine relief campaign as Münzenberg now 
had “more free time” than the other comrades. Münzenberg had indeed 
only a few days previously been ‘released’ from his position as the leader 
of the KIM.  22   

 The next day, on 28 July 1921, Münzenberg sent a letter to Lenin in 
which he eagerly informed his comrade of the mission he had been 
entrusted with. Münzenberg wrote:

  Yesterday I received an order from the Executive Committee which I 
find inspiring and the accomplishment of which I have made part of 
my life’s work. The order concerns the organisation and joint lead-
ership of the large-scale campaign for the starving in Russia which 
the Executive Committee has resolved to carry out. I immediately 
prepared a plan for the technical and organisational implementation, 
which I will submit to Comrade Kamenev at noon today. The most 
important aspect of the whole issue is that action will be immediate, 
[…].  23     

 In an early outline of the famine relief campaign, clear political, 
practical and organisational directives were articulated. Most signifi-
cantly, it was declared that the campaign should be led from the view-
point of “practical international solidarity” and generate a feeling of 
sympathy amongst the masses for Soviet Russia.  24   Every detail of the 
campaign seems to have been planned – from the mass publication of 
brochures to securing daily visibility for the campaign in the commu-
nist press.  25   
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 On 1 August 1921, the Small Bureau of the ECCI convened for its last 
meeting before Münzenberg left for Berlin. It was decided that in order 
to develop and organise the commencing campaign, the work in Berlin 
was to be led by Münzenberg, “comrade Thomas” and a representative of 
the  German Communist Party  (KPD).  26   The real name of comrade Thomas 
was Jacob Reich (1886–1956), a Polish socialist who had made contact 
with Lenin’s circle in Switzerland during the First World War. In 1921, 
Reich was none other than the Comintern’s main man in the Western 
European countries as the leader of the clandestine WES, which had 
its headquarters in Berlin. Reich had been the ECCI’s permanent repre-
sentative in Western Europe since 1919 and, in principle, had the power 
to implement the Comintern’s will in Germany. The main purpose of 
the WES was to function as a liaison centre between Berlin and Moscow 
and to secure money transfers from Moscow to the European commu-
nist parties (CPs), organisations and publishing houses, and was thus a 
natural supporter of the communists’ activities in Germany.  27   In other 
words Münzenberg had from the very beginning the closest possible 
connection to the Comintern’s apparatus in Germany and had reported 
and worked throughout the campaign in close collaboration with the 
Comintern leaders in Moscow and Berlin.   

  Launching international solidarity in the West 

  A contested endeavour 

 When Münzenberg commenced his work in Berlin in August 1921, 
several weeks had passed since the world had been made aware of the 
famine. Thus, long before Münzenberg’s arrival in Berlin, immediate 
responses to the news of the famine had started to surface. On 23 July 
the KPD had already published an unsuccessful proposal to the Left-
wing  Kommunistische   Arbeiter-Partei   Deutschlands  (KAPD), the  Social 
Democratic Party  (SPD), the  Independent Social Democratic Party  (USPD) 
and the  General Federation of German Trade Unions  (ADGB) for a joint 
famine relief campaign. The KPD’s premature efforts were turned down 
by the other parties within a week, leaving the KPD the only supporter 
of a joint workers’ relief.  28   

 The news of the famine was on the lips of all of the socialist parties 
and organisations in Europe. On 3 August, for example, the  Swedish 
Social Democratic Party  suggested to the Second International, which 
in 1921 was known as the Labour and Socialist International (LSI) 
with its bureau in London, that a campaign for the starving should be 
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commenced. On the same day, the  Dutch Social Democratic Labour Party  
asked the secretary of the LSI in London, Ramsay MacDonald, to ensure 
that the LSI “immediately take measures for an international action to 
help famine of Russia”.  29   The LSI then urged its member parties to take 
action for the Russian famine stating that “[…] our socialist principles 
as well as our humanity urge us to help”, to try in a sense to motivate 
the action through both solidarity and charity.  30   There was, however, 
general scepticism about the very idea of a separate workers’ relief. 

 A representative of the Red Cross stated, for example, at a famine relief 
meeting in Berlin on 3 August, that true famine relief could only be 
achieved if it encompassed the whole German nation. Curiously, the 
Red Cross emphasised the significance of initiating a relief campaign 
for Russia, but first only as a measure against a cholera epidemic which 
could spread from Russia to Germany and, only secondly, because the 
German nation could not stand aside while the whole cultural world 
was engaged in the struggle against the famine.  31   

 The German authorities were closely monitoring the increasingly 
unstable situation in Soviet Russia. The authorities were particularly 
concerned about the recurring rumours that, due to the famine crisis, 
the Comintern itself was being moved to Berlin. This speculation gained 
strength by reports of an ever increasing flood of Russian agents, agita-
tors and high-ranking Soviet commissars to Germany.  32   On 5 August, 
the German police were informed of a secret memo that the KPD had 
apparently received from Russia. In this memo, it was claimed that about 
100 officials from Soviet Russia were on their way to Berlin to organise 
the Russian famine relief. The German security services’ concerns were 
heightened further by the apparent shift in Soviet Russia’s intelligence 
tactics which placed more emphasis on the Soviet trade delegations in 
Western Europe being used to secretly bring in ‘Bolshevik propaganda’ 
and ‘agitators’ under the pretext of international trade.  33   This shift was a 
consequence of a Russo-German trade agreement signed on 6 May 1921 
which provided extra-territorial rights to members of the Russian trade 
delegation.  34   At the time Berlin represented Soviet Russia’s doorway to 
the rest of the world, and it established a number of bureaus and offices 
for various purposes all around the city. Hundreds of thousands of 
Russian émigrés had also arrived in Europe through Berlin after the First 
World War, some only staying a while, while others stayed and became a 
part of the lively cultural and political life of Russian Berlin.  35   The foun-
dation of the  Arbeiterhilfe  in Berlin enhanced even further these intense 
transnational entanglements between Germany and Russia. 
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 Lastly, on 12 August the  Arbeiterhilfe  was provisionally inaugurated 
in Berlin as the  Auslandskomitee   zur   Organisierung   der   Arbeiterhilfe   für 
die   Hungernden in   Rußland  (Foreign Committee for the Organising of 
Workers’ Relief for the Starving in Russia).  36   At this initial stage, the 
provisional  Arbeiterhilfe  consisted of an all-communist leadership 
including Münzenberg, Wilhelm Koenen, Clara Zetkin, Adolf Hoffmann 
and an unnamed Russian living illegally in Germany, perhaps meaning 
Jakob Reich of the WES.  37   Upon Münzenberg’s arrival in Berlin, 10 or 11 
August, he discovered to his dismay that there had been some fault in 
the communication channels between Moscow and Berlin. For example, 
a manifesto on the famine relief with a corresponding supplement 
which had been sent before his departure from Moscow had not yet 
reached Berlin. Even Reich at the WES complained to Moscow on 19 and 
25 August, that not a scrap of material for the  Arbeiterhilfe  had arrived 
in Berlin.  38   Under such conditions, the notion of direct and imme-
diate ‘control’ by the Comintern over Münzenberg in Berlin is highly 
doubtful. Control was only possible in hindsight and allowed a great 
deal of partially forced independence to Münzenberg when launching 
the campaign.  

  Münzenberg in German and international negotiations 

 The first major effort to bring about an international united relief effort 
took place on 14 August in Berlin when Münzenberg and Koenen had 
a meeting with the International Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU), 
also known as the Amsterdam International. This meeting represented 
a devastating start both for the  Arbeiterhilfe  and for Münzenberg person-
ally. While Münzenberg was still making his way from Moscow to Berlin, 
the IFTU had decided to convene an international conference in Berlin 
in order to discuss the Russian famine on 13 and 14 August at the trade 
union house in Berlin.  39   

 By the time Münzenberg and Koenen had their meeting with the 
IFTU’s two General Secretaries Edo Fimmen (1881–1941) and Jan 
Oudegeest (1870–1950) and the IFTU’s two Vice-Presidents Léon 
Jouhaux (1879–1954) and Corneel Mertens (1880–1951), the IFTU had 
already committed to its own relief plan. It had decided to initiate a 
vast international campaign for the famine in Russia and to organise 
the sending of their aid through the Red Cross. These resolutions were 
prominently printed on the cover of  Vorwärts  the following day.  40   
Nevertheless, a meeting between the  Arbeiterhilfe  and the IFTU did 
take place at the luxurious Hotel Baltic at 120/121 Invalidenstraße, 
located next to the  Stettiner   Bahnhof . Münzenberg introduced himself 
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to those assembled as the representative of the Soviet government’s 
 Famine Relief Commission  in Western Europe which, together with the 
Comintern, had decided to set up an international proletarian organi-
sation for famine relief.  41   

 Münzenberg assured the IFTU that the provisionally founded 
 Arbeiterhilfe  had an all-communist leadership only for the time being and 
that a new international leadership consisting of representatives of all 
political parties, trade unions and internationals would be elected as the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s new leadership as soon as possible. Münzenberg hoped that 
the IFTU would call an international conference for all unions, parties 
and internationals in order to form an international united workers’ 
famine relief committee. This central committee would then organise, 
lead and control the campaign and decide how the money raised was 
to be spent. However, Münzenberg’s scheme fell flat. Oudegeest replied 
immediately that the IFTU was unwilling to collaborate with other polit-
ical parties, the Second International (LSI), the Vienna International or 
the Comintern. A collaboration in the form of Münzenberg’s envisaged 
united committee was simply out of the question for the IFTU, although 
Oudegeest noted provocatively that they would naturally welcome 
donations from all of these organisations to the IFTU’s own famine relief 
campaign.  42   

 Koenen elaborated further on the nature of the campaign and 
explained to the IFTU that the communists envisaged the formation 
of a very broad famine relief committee which would include all repre-
sentatives of the Left in a “true proletarian solidarity demonstration” for 
Soviet Russia. Fimmen was clearly very reluctant to collaborate with the 
communists as, in his opinion, they had in most cases only denounced 
the IFTU as being a traitor to the working class. He concluded that a 
kind of united front would perhaps look good outwardly, but what 
would then happen behind the scenes was a totally different matter. In 
a bitterly ironic tone, Fimmen asked Münzenberg and Koenen why the 
communists had earlier sabotaged the international proletarian missions 
headed by the IFTU in Austria and Hungary yet now, when it concerned 
Soviet Russia, the communists readily turned to the IFTU? The principal 
problem was a lack of trust. As Oudegeest ultimately stated, even if the 
IFTU did agree to cooperate, any agreement had to be based on a mutual 
understanding. Further even if the IFTU did come to such an under-
standing with Münzenberg and Koenen, what were the guarantees that 
others such as Zinoviev, the chairman of the Comintern; Chicherin, the 
Soviet Commissar for Foreign Affairs or Lozovsky, the secretary-general 
of the  Red International of Labour Unions  (Profintern) would honour any 
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such understanding or agreement? The tense meeting at the Hotel Baltic 
broke up without any result.  43   

 The deadlock was most clearly marked in a later press report in which 
the IFTU expressed its hopes that its own relief campaign would present 
itself as “proof of proletarian solidarity” to Zinoviev and the Comintern. 
“No better answer can be given to the Communist International than 
to put to shame their dispicable [sic] mistrust by contributing liber-
ally to the relief fund of the Amsterdam International”.  44   Thus, due to 
Münzenberg’s late arrival in Berlin, his call for unification and centrali-
sation of the workers’ international relief could be presented in  Vorwärts  
as an attempt to split the international relief campaign now headed by 
the IFTU.  Vorwärts  shed doubt on Münzenberg’s initiative and stressed to 
its readers that any money flows to the “purely communist committee” 
would be impossible to monitor, and it suspected that it was most likely 
that any funds collected by the communists would never reach Soviet 
Russia but would in fact be used as a “relief mission” for the bank-
rupt KPD.  45   In the next day’s issue of  Vorwärts  the onslaught against 
Münzenberg continued:

  The Communist Party still does not want to understand that aid 
to Russia is not a Party issue. […] We want very much to help the 
Russians, despite all differences of political conviction, but we do not 
want the German workers’ money to take that problematical detour 
via Communist Party accounts. […] [The communists] try to organise 
the class struggle against typhoid fever and cholera. What nonsense. 
We can only repeat that German workers will play no part in such 
stupidities.  46     

 In fact,  Vorwärts  was actively using Gorky’s initial appeal and the involve-
ment of the Red Cross in Russia against Münzenberg’s  Arbeiterhilfe  and 
the communists who, according to  Vorwärts,  wanted to be more Leninist 
than Lenin himself in their “class war against epidemics”. On the social 
democratic side there was no will to cooperate, only a will to ridicule 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s international solidarity efforts by eroding the aspect of 
class and class solidarity which distinguished the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity 
campaign from the humanitarian initiatives.  47   Indeed, if the famine had 
taken place in any other country in the world, the social democrats would 
unquestionably have been right but, as the famine was taking place in 
a country which claimed to be the first workers’ republic heading the 
world revolution against world capitalism, it becomes difficult to disre-
gard the underlying politics of the famine relief and the issue of class. It 
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was perhaps the first time in history that international humanitarianism 
and international class politics had been linked to such a degree and 
occupied such a prominent place in the public debate. 

 Münzenberg summarised the deadlocked situation in the  Rote   Fahne  on 
19 August, stating that the non-communists were unwilling to distribute 
their famine relief funds through a committee that was mainly repre-
sented by communists and, equally, the communist organisations were 
unwilling to hand over their funds to organisations without communist 
representation in the administration.  48   

 Despite the IFTU’s refusal to cooperate, Münzenberg sent an invi-
tation to the LSI in London for an international famine relief confer-
ence scheduled for 30 August in Berlin. It was circulated amongst the 
members of the LSI’s Executive for discussion and on 18 August Ramsay 
MacDonald initially accepted Münzenberg’s invitation and suggested 
to the co-chairman of the SPD, Otto Wels (1873–1939), that he would 
represent the LSI at the meeting in Berlin. MacDonald was clearly at this 
point not aware of the acrimonious debates on famine relief taking place 
in Germany.  49   

 Wels, known to harbour a strong antipathy towards radicals and 
communists, advised strongly against MacDonald’s idea and suggested 
instead that the LSI should cooperate with the Red Cross.  50   Wels stressed 
that it was not in the LSI’s interests to collaborate with the  Arbeiterhilfe  
as, in his opinion, Münzenberg was simply heading a “communist 
manoeuvre to bring the relief work under communist control”. Wels 
explained to MacDonald: “Our experience in Germany has been of the 
worst kind. The name of the Secretary, Münzenberg, in itself would be 
sufficient to make us refuse co-operation”.  51   

 Both MacDonald and Troelstra within the LSI’s Executive were in 
favour of sending a representative to the meeting, but the LSI’s stance 
was eventually sealed as the Swedish and German social democrats 
opposed relief efforts on a “political basis” and rejected the presence of 
the LSI in Berlin “in very strong terms”.  52   A historic conference with the 
representatives of the LSI and the Comintern was closer than ever. 

 The international conference scheduled for the three interna-
tionals and the two trade union internationals on 30 August never 
took place, as only the Comintern and the Profintern had ‘replied’ to 
Münzenberg’s call.  53   An international conference was instead organised 
on 12 September. Under Münzenberg’s leadership, representatives from 
England, France, Italy, Germany, Netherlands, Czechoslovakia, Austria, 
Sweden, Denmark and Switzerland gathered in Berlin. The sorry conclu-
sion of this conference was, however, that almost nowhere had the 
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 Arbeiterhilfe  managed by then to establish united front committees with 
other labour organisations. Instead separate and partially competing 
fundraising committees had been organised.  54   

 Consequently, the Comintern admitted that its attempt to build 
a united front consisting of all workers’ organisations had failed. The 
aim of the Comintern’s famine relief initiative was instead redirected to 
unite workers “over the heads of the central organisations and parties”, 
reminiscent of its later tactic of forming a united front ‘from below’.  55   

 Münzenberg was, however, reluctant to abandon the idea of a united 
relief effort by all of the internationals. Despite the Comintern’s deci-
sions in September to abandon the idea of a collaboration with the 
other Internationals, Münzenberg sent a letter on 10 October to Ramsay 
MacDonald in London. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, Münzenberg did 
not once refer to the idea of solidarity in his letter. Instead, Münzenberg 
wrote that “all those who love their fellow men should immediately 
combine to exert all their strength in organising a giant relief action”.  56   
He continued emphatically:

  The latest news from Russia makes it almost certain that millions 
will die, the only question being the possibility of lessening as far as 
possible the number of victims. On purely humanitarian grounds, 
it is therefore the duty of all of us to delay no longer, to hesitate no 
longer, to place no further trust in help from governments or capital-
ists, but to immediately, with all our strength, organise a direct, non-
political relief campaign for Russia.  57     

 Curiously, Münzenberg called here for a united workers’ relief based on 
humanitarianism, but which was to be carried by the working class. He 
further declared to MacDonald that “politics should not a moment divide 
us” and he was especially hopeful that British workers could be engaged 
in the famine relief campaign as, unlike the central European workers, 
they were financially capable of assisting. Münzenberg concluded that 
he was certain that “[i]n this work of mercy” he trusted that they would 
choose to cooperate with the  Arbeiterhilfe .  58   However, MacDonald once 
again rejected Münzenberg’s offer and chose to forward British aid 
through the IFTU.  59   

 The disappointing efforts to form a united front with the German and 
international socialist organisations soon resulted in an organisational 
change within the Comintern’s famine relief apparatus. The provi-
sional leadership that had only been meant to be in charge until the 
merger with other organisations in a joint committee was now installed 
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as the permanent leadership of the  Arbeiterhilfe .  60   As a consequence, a 
new central commission for the relief campaign was set up which offi-
cially comprised two departments: one based in Berlin and the other 
in Moscow. In Berlin, the commission was headed by Chairwoman 
Clara Zetkin, Vice-Chairman Walter Stöcker and Secretary Münzenberg. 
In addition, Ernst Reuter-Friesland (1889–1953), Koenen and one 
other unnamed representative of the KPD were elected as members 
of the Berlin commission. It was added that the Berlin commission 
had wide-ranging authority to act on behalf of Moscow.  61   The Berlin 
office, headed by Münzenberg, was in effect provided with a relatively 
free hand on the condition that Münzenberg continuously reported to 
Moscow. Powers and authority were transferred to Münzenberg’s Berlin 
commission which was now, along with both the national CPs and the 
Profintern, responsible for the creation of national relief committees.  62   
Consequently, the central committees of all CPs were informed that 
it was Münzenberg’s office in Berlin that was in charge of the entire 
campaign in the Western world.  63    

  Solidarity from artists and intellectuals 

 One of the most significant ways to mobilise popular support for the 
famine relief campaign was to secure the support of sympathising 
intellectuals and artists. On 19 August 1921, just two days after the 
founding of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s German national section, the  Deutsche  
 Künstlerhilfe (German Artists ’  Relief)  was established in Berlin. It consti-
tuted Münzenberg’s first attempt to win support for the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
campaign through the active support of artists and intellectuals. All 
artists, irrespective of their political party affiliations, were encouraged 
to put their works on display for the benefit of the starving in Russia. 
The  Künstlerhilfe  was headed by Käthe Kollwitz, Arthur Holitscher, Georg 
Grosz, Wieland Herzfelde and Max Barthel.  64   

 On 29 August 1921, the  Arbeiterhilfe  published its first famine relief 
appeal which was supplemented with a list of well-known supporters of 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  from the world of politics, art and science. The German 
supporters included amongst others Albert Einstein, Georg Grosz, Käthe 
Kollwitz, Theodor Liebknecht (USPD), and Alfons Paquet.  65   Both Arthur 
Holitscher and Käthe Kollwitz were active in mobilising support amongst 
the artists and intellectuals. It was Holitscher who had, on 16 August 
1921, asked Albert Einstein for permission to use his name in support 
of the campaign. In Holitscher’s letter to Einstein he explained that 
they were looking for well-known people both within and outside the 
KPD who had a “communist mind-set”. Holitscher distinguished their 
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initiative from that of the Red Cross which, according to Holitscher, was 
only concerned with assisting the Russian people, whereas the commu-
nist initiative also wanted to support Soviet Russia itself. Einstein initially 
agreed to lend his name to the  Arbeiterhilfe  but, in early September, 
requested that his name be removed from the list of supporters as he 
had been warned of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s political character by a “compe-
tent” socialist acquaintance. Münzenberg agreed to Einstein’s request 
and removed his name from the list of supporters.  66   Einstein would, 
however, return as a supporter of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  “Hunger in Germany” 
campaign launched in 1923. Other international supporters included 
on 29 August 1921 the Danish author Andersen Nexø (1869–1954); the 
mayor of Stockholm, Karl Lindhagen (1860–1946); the British author 
Bernhard Shaw (1856–1950); the winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature 
in 1921, Anatole France (1844–1924); the French communist author 
Henri Barbusse (1873–1935); the Swiss scientist and sexologist Prof. 
Auguste Forel (1848–1931); the Swiss poet Otto Volkart (1880–1960); 
and the Austrian Marxist sociologist Dr. Carl Grünberg (1861–1940).  67   

 Although the  Vorwärts  opposed the  Arbeiterhilfe , it published an 
appeal by the  Künstlerhilfe  on 10 October. It was aimed at all “artists 
and intellectuals” calling for the support of all authors, artists, scientists 
and intellectuals. Erwin Piscator, who was later a pioneering force in the 
development of political theatre in Germany, had by then been elected 
the secretary of the  Künsterlhilfe . Piscator had, since 1918, been involved 
in the Berlin Dada group which included the artists Georg Grosz and 
John Heartfield, both of whom were to become significant cultural 
figures in the history of the interwar period.  68   Piscator later wrote that 
the  Künstlerhilfe ’ s  aim had from the beginning been to raise awareness 
for the Russian famine relief amongst the German bourgeois, artists, 
scholars and authors. However, according to Piscator, the bourgeois was 
quickly fatigued by the famine news from Russia and more or less lost all 
interest in the matter. The  Künstlerhilfe  also experienced problems with 
the artists, many of whom were exceedingly difficult to win over to the 
cause of unpaid relief work.  69   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  also managed to involve the artist Heinrich Vogeler 
(1872–1942), who also provided the  Arbeiterhilfe  with original drawings 
which were then duplicated and signed by the artists.  70   Prior to the First 
World War, Vogeler had been one of the leading German artists of the 
Jugend style. He had been a volunteer in the German army in 1914, 
but had turned against the war in 1917. After having sent an appeal for 
peace to the German  Kaiser  in 1918, he had been detained in a mental 
institution. In 1921, Vogeler was not a member of the KPD but was active 
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in various revolutionary proletarian cultural organisations in Berlin.  71   
In a sense, Vogeler exemplified a typical sympathiser who despite his 
belief in international solidarity and support of revolutionary Russia was 
unwilling to carry the party membership book. 

 One of the major campaign materials produced by the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was an illustrated booklet presenting artwork by Georg Grosz and Käthe 
Kollwitz; poems and songs translated by Max Barthel; and an assort-
ment of texts by Maxim Gorky, Arthur Holitscher, Franz Jung, Arthur 
Ramson, John Reed, Alfons Paquet and Lenin. For example Grosz was, 
at that time, a member of the KPD, although he soon resigned after 
having visited Soviet Russia in 1922 as he came to oppose every form of 
dictatorship.  72   

 One of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s greatest successes was that Käthe Kollwitz 
agreed to produce an original lithograph as a campaign poster.  73   On 
12 September, Kollwitz wrote in her diary that she was “working 
with the communists” against the famine in Soviet Russia. She noted 
contently that she had produced a poster of a falling man who was 
surrounded by helping hands that were reaching out towards him. “It is 
good – Thank God!” Kollwitz concluded in her diary.  74   Indeed, it became 
one of Kollwitz’s most famous lithographs. In a later autobiographical 
text, Kollwitz explained again that, in the beginning of the 1920s, she 
was more attracted to the communists than to the social democrats. 
However, Kollwitz had turned down an invitation to become a member 
of the KPD, apparently because of her objections towards the KPD’s 
tactics.  75     

  Initial articulations of international solidarity 

 The last part of the chapter will analyse the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s articulations 
of solidarity. We will first look at how the  Arbeiterhilfe  constructed ‘the 
other’ in relation to international workers’ solidarity and humanitari-
anism. Second, we will analyse the role of ‘spontaneity’ and emotional 
responses to the famine victims and Soviet Russia, including the role 
of women as carriers of the transnational solidarity community. Lastly, 
the character of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity campaign is analysed 
through the comparison of symbolical solidarity and practical, mate-
rial assistance. 

  Inclusion and exclusion – solidarity or humanitarianism? 

 A central element in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s articulations of international 
solidarity was the creation of a significant other in the shape of world 
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imperialism that was prepared to abuse the crisis in Russia in order to 
bring the Bolshevik revolution to its end. The realisation of this scan-
dalous ‘fact’ was expected to ignite a raging fire in the hearts of all 
communists, of all proletarian revolutionaries and of all honest workers, 
and to convince them of the necessity to sacrifice all they had left, to give 
their last strength to the campaign to save Soviet Russia from destruc-
tion, to form a united ‘we’ of the workers of the world.  76   The message 
of international solidarity was, therefore, on the one side constructed 
on the basis of a ‘we’, which included all workers, men and women of 
the world irrespective of their political stance as well as the ‘workers’ 
republic’: Soviet Russia. The other side of the message was constructed 
on the basis of an antagonist ‘they’, which included ‘capitalists’, ‘impe-
rialists’ and the ‘bourgeois governments’ of the world.  77   

 In a letter sent on 21 September to the leaders of the CPs in the West, 
the communists were explicitly instructed by Münzenberg to construct 
a narrative of a possible “imperialist intervention” in connection with 
the famine in Soviet Russia in order to motivate the masses to sacrifice 
their time and energy for Russia. If the workers erroneously believed 
that their sacrifices were unnecessary and sufficient relief was already 
being provided by the Western governments, it would have devastating 
consequences for the workers’ relief initiative.  78   

 Here the boundaries of solidarity were not in any way clearly drawn 
between the communists and other workers but were based on a broad 
class unity, a workers’ international solidarity. The initial articula-
tions of solidarity seem to be at odds with the definition provided by 
Stjernø (2005). As discussed earlier, Stjernø defines the Marxist-Leninist 
concept of solidarity as being confined to the “conscious part of the 
working class”, based on a “very strong” collective orientation and a 
“very restricted” inclusiveness. Looking at both the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s and 
the Comintern’s first solidarity appeals in 1921, it seems that either the 
communist movement was not utilising a communist concept of soli-
darity, or alternatively, that the interwar communist concept of solidarity 
is in need of a significant redefinition on the basis of the  Arbeiterhilfe .  79   
In their appeals, party affiliation seems to be insignificant, whereas the 
important factor is the common working class’ sense of belonging and 
shared experience of oppression. It is thereby shown that there was not 
only one established Marxist-Leninist concept of solidarity during the 
interwar period, but that several parallel ideas on international soli-
darity were articulated by the communist movement which since then 
have been overlooked and suppressed by the victorious interpretation 
endorsed by Stalin. 
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 In an effort to mobilise support in Germany, the Russians were 
described as ‘brothers’ who were in urgent need of the workers’ interna-
tional solidarity; brothers with whom the German workers could iden-
tify themselves as they too had also only recently survived war, hunger 
and agony.  80   Already in the first draft appeal formulated by Münzenberg 
on 30 July 1921, Soviet Russia’s long struggle and great suffering in the 
name of the whole international proletariat was emphasised. It dramati-
cally proclaimed:

  Proletarians of the world! Do not forget the blood of the Russian 
workers and peasants that was spilt for you! Do not forget the starva-
tion that the Russian people have suffered for three long years for 
the common cause of the world proletariat! Do not forget that the 
counter-revolutionary attacks against Soviet Russia are attacks against 
you! […] The time has come when we shall see who carries the word 
of international proletarian solidarity in their hearts and for whom it 
is truth and action! […]  81     

 Most significantly, this message of international solidarity emphasised 
its reciprocal quality: the Russian workers had allegedly been unselfishly 
fighting for the common causes of the international proletariat. Now the 
time had come to bring international solidarity to life in both Europe 
and the world through the common action of the workers. 

 A slightly amended version of this appeal added that it was well-known 
that the workers of the world did not live with a huge surplus of bread. 
Nevertheless, the Comintern expressed conviction that when there was 
sorrow within the family of the workers, then even the most distant 
workers would assist to a higher degree than the rich, who would prob-
ably merely succumb to philanthropy.  82   Hence a clear line was drawn 
between the workers’ unconditional solidarity on the one hand and 
capitalist philanthropy on the other. As Bayertz (1998) points out, soli-
darity implies equality between the parts involved, a distinct element 
of reciprocity between the giver and the receiver which is absent in the 
case of charity. This element of reciprocity implies an expectation of 
assistance in times of hardship and oppression, and if the suffering are 
deprived of aid, this means that the code of solidarity has been broken. 
In a sense the line between charity and solidarity is clear, but on the 
other hand it becomes highly problematic when one is urged to show 
solidarity towards victims of natural calamities or famine victims. 
Bayertz suggests, therefore, that the term ‘solidarity’ should be restricted 
to cases when material or symbolic assistance is given to people fighting 
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for their rights against oppression, but not in cases of natural catas-
trophes.  83   As the analysis of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity campaign for 
Soviet Russia shows, it was the explicit politicising of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
relief activities and the famine itself that turned its campaign into a 
significant case where the term ‘solidarity’ could be used towards famine 
victims, without completely erasing the distinction between charity and 
solidarity. 

 Despite the ARA’s relief operation in Russia, no governmental relief 
operations were organised by England or France. Their lack of assistance 
for Soviet Russia was contrasted by Münzenberg with the solidarity of 
class brothers who, in his view, proved the accuracy of the old proverb 
stating that in the end it was only the poor who truly had the ability to 
assist other poor people. Only members in the transnational commu-
nity of oppressed peoples could really fathom what it meant to be a part 
of this solidarity community.  84   

 In Münzenberg’s opinion, the dream of idealist philanthropists such 
as Fridtjov Nansen to organise a vast famine relief campaign through the 
bourgeois countries was finally laid to rest as the  League of Nations  had 
decided against any famine relief initiative at all. Indeed, Nansen had 
addressed the second assembly of the  League  earlier in September and 
requested that £30 million be allocated for famine relief as he believed 
that no private charity or independent organisation could remedy the 
enormous crisis on its own. Nansen’s pleas had been answered with 
suspicion and even with hostility by those who perceived the famine 
more as a divine intervention against the Bolsheviks than as a humani-
tarian crisis worth international action. According to Walters’ (1967) 
and Scott (1974), Nansen’s appeals were evaded by the postponement of 
the issue to a meeting of the Supreme Council of the Allies in October, 
which then resulted in the  League ’s refusal to offer Soviet Russia any 
relief. It was in this context that Münzenberg highlighted the despi-
cable stance of the bourgeois nations which had invested billions of 
dollars on the Western military intervention during the Russian Civil 
War. Due to the European powers’ unwillingness to assist the starving, it 
became rather easy to depict them as an evil ‘other’, and enhanced the 
role of the workers in a common struggle against injustice and oppres-
sion. Münzenberg explicitly emphasised that the workers should aid 
the famine victims with their “deepest, purest feeling of solidarity”.  85   
It was an international solidarity perceived to be purer and more 
authentic, expressed within the transnational ‘we-group’ based on reci-
procity. In stark contrast, humanitarianism and charity were presented 
as a flimsy mask that would soon reveal the true countenance of the 
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‘other’. Even Lenin believed that only workers’ international solidarity 
came without strings to Soviet Russia.  86   From this perspective, human-
itarianism could become a lethal weapon of the ‘other’ and in a sense 
the perspective represented a kind of communist version of the front 
organisation perspective, where ‘innocent’ humanitarianism allegedly 
concealed the disguised delivery of the counter-revolutionary forces 
and white terror.  

  A passionate workers’ solidarity? 

 One of the most central building blocks of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity 
campaign was the element of spontaneity amongst the world’s workers. 
Workers were supposedly not only spontaneous in their expressions of 
solidarity, but also spontaneous in their readiness to sacrifice their own 
livelihoods in the name of solidarity. The  Arbeiterhilfe  described on 19 
August the character of this heroism:

  Hundreds of thousands of workers, who barely earn enough them-
selves to live, have sacrificed part of their meagre income, frequently 
even their entire earnings for a day. Others work overtime for days or 
even weeks and donate the proceeds or products of this work to the 
relief campaign. Others contribute clothes, shoes and utensils from 
what little they have. Women bring their only jewellery. Children 
empty their savings boxes.  87     

 In a subsequent appeal signed by Münzenberg, he expressed his convic-
tion that the feeling of solidarity would motivate the whole working 
class to action once they realised that their brothers, made of the same 
flesh and blood, were facing a ghastly death in Russia. It was this reali-
sation which had, according to Münzenberg ignited the spontaneous 
solidarity already expressed amongst the workers. Münzenberg further 
described the feeling of solidarity as being something instinctive, and 
he was certain that the masses would instinctively feel that the question 
of hunger was intimately connected with the future existence of Soviet 
Russia. Münzenberg thereafter articulated one of his main arguments 
regarding worker solidarity: irrespective of how high the spontaneous 
waves of solidarity were amongst the masses, they would never lead 
to true success until this spontaneous solidarity was centrally organ-
ised and realised.  88   Workers’ solidarity was perceived as instinctive and 
passionate, but if this was to be translated into actual practical assist-
ance, an international intermediary in the form of an international 
relief organisation was needed. 
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 News of the devastating crisis in Soviet Russia apparently inspired a 
passionate local engagement in the name of international solidarity. A 
party member from Hamburg, Gustav Gundelach (1888–1962), recol-
lected later how he and his wife made room in their apartment so that 
working-class women could sew clothes for the famine victims. Evidently, 
both women of the party and politically non-committed women gave 
their time to provide the  Arbeiterhilfe  with clothes.  89   The sewing room 
( Nähstube)  was a distinct female space of international solidarity that was 
created during the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 1921 campaign. Such rooms provided 
the opportunity for women to transform old clothes into new garments. 
In the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s  Bulletin,  one sewing room of this kind is described as 
a space where allegedly enthusiastic working-class women could make a 
contribution of their own. The sewing room was described with warmth 
and, although everyone realised that these products were only a small 
contribution to the vast needs of Soviet Russia, it was highlighted that 
every single piece of clothing would still protect one shivering body 
from the cold, and every item of children’s clothing would be met with 
jubilation. Naturally, the aim of such places was not only to sew but also 
to make the sewing room a place for a united front for the famine in 
Russia: to make women realise that Soviet Russia needed them and that 
they indeed also needed Soviet Russia.  90   

 Gundelach recalled later the enchanting day when the Russian comrade 
Käthe Pohl visited Hamburg and saw the ready piles of children’s and 
babies’ clothes made by the local women. Tears had rolled down her cheeks 
as she had emotionally clasped their hands and warmly exclaimed how 
the mothers in St. Petersburg would be filled with joy at the sight of these 
packages.  91   Was this perhaps the heart and essence of the practical workers’ 
international solidarity which for so long has been lost when analysing the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  from the front organisation perspective? To express one’s soli-
darity in practical terms to others suffering misery seems to be an essen-
tial aspect of international solidarity which is hereby brought back into 
the fold of historical analysis. This human aspect, in the form of a funda-
mental social solidarity, must be included as a central part of the ‘spec-
trum’ of solidarity and the analysis of international solidarity campaigns. 
Solidarity was not just a weapon, but something that inspired passionate 
engagement with those suffering hardship, hunger or oppression. 

 The women’s contribution to this practical solidarity work was 
substantial, and allegedly the German working-class women eagerly 
expressed their solidarity during the autumn of 1921. In the commu-
nist press it was even declared that not even the fiercest anti-Bolshevik 
propaganda could suppress the “dormant feeling of solidarity within the 
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proletariat”.  92   This dormant feeling of solidarity was perceived as being 
an innate part of every worker and was just waiting to be awakened by 
an honest cry for solidarity. Here, solidarity was not only perceived as 
something that was created through struggle, but was also defined as a 
slumbering ever-present force, only waiting to be empowered, to be acti-
vated in the hour of crisis. In essence, this became the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  core 
mission: to turn international solidarity into an active force. 

 Although the documentation shows that in many cases it was the 
women who were engaged in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity work in 
Germany, this view is not supported by its illustrations. In one of the 
first illustrations published in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s  Bulletin,  its message of 
solidarity is in fact provided with clearly gender-specific roles. The two 
illustrations below were printed next to each other, although independ-
ently, without any corresponding article. As the illustrations show, the 
misery and despair in Soviet Russia is portrayed through the image of a 
frail woman who is not even able to take care of her own child, symbol-
ising the most abject level of destitution. 

 The second picture (Die Hilfe (The Assistance)) illustrates how active 
international solidarity between Soviet Russia and the workers of the 
West was carried out by able-bodied men who grasped each other’s 
hands over the heads of a group of baffled capitalists. International soli-
darity is here most clearly illustrated as a form of international, class-
based brotherhood.  93        

 Thus, one could suggest that, although most of the written reports 
and stories of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s practical solidarity work emphasised the 
efforts of women as the constructors of practical international solidarity, 
the stereotypical image of international solidarity was male-centred and 
provided a picture of solidarity as the domain of active, strong men 
who were assisting weaker women. Notably, these two illustrations not 
only prove the absence of women when constructing solidarity, but also 
show the absence of Russian men in the famine-stricken area, perhaps 
elevating the need for European men to engage in active solidarity work. 
The basic roles expressed in these two illustrations remained in principle 
in place until the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign work in the mid-1920s, when 
working-class women were lastly turned into active agents of interna-
tional solidarity, also in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s visual representations.  

  Solidarity for the children of Russia 

 The plight of the children in Russia was a critical aspect of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
solidarity campaign and, moreover, it provided a specific, emotionally 
charged character to the campaign. Their plight became a dominant 
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 Figure 2.1      ‘Die Not (The Need)’ – ‘Die Hilfe (The Assistance)’ (1921)  

Source: Bulletin des Auslandskomitees zur Organisierung der Arbeiterhilfe für die Hungernden in 
Rußland 35 (29.12.1921).
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theme in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s publications and it was emphasised that 
during a famine it was the children who were the first to suffer.  94   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  also used its  Bulletin  to report examples of solidarity 
already carried out by ordinary German workers. One of these stories 
tells of a barefoot boy who came to the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s German office with 
a package under his arm. There he asked if this was the place where one 
could give things to the Russian children? The boy then offered his old 
shirt and hat that he had outgrown as well as a sewing kit that he had 
bought as he had heard from his father that such things were needed in 
Russia. According to the story, the boy had also hidden a stack of decals 
in the pocket of his old shirt. The representatives of the  Arbeiterhilfe  had 
left the decals in the pocket as a gift from a German brother, waiting to 
be discovered by another joyful “small Russian proletarian”. The boy’s 
actions were presented as another example of proletarian assistance, as 
a kind of illustration of the proletarian repertoires of solidarity, which 
clearly also aimed to inspire and motivate others to give.  95   

 A special characteristic of the campaign was that working-class chil-
dren were urged to actively help the children of Soviet Russia. In this 
spirit, the  Arbeiterhilfe  engaged a number of ‘communist’ children’s 
groups in order to collect funds in Germany. The Soviet government also 
provided the  Arbeiterhilfe  with a property in Chelyabinsk (Tscheljabinsk) 
in the Ural mountains, close to the present-day Russian border with 
Kazakhstan, which could cater about 200 children. This would become 
the Karl Liebknecht–Rosa Luxemburg orphanage, which was the first of 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s Russian orphanages.  96   

 However, as Münzenberg stated during a closed conference in Berlin on 
5 December, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  main duty was to provide food to Russia’s 
starving people irrespective of their age. Thus, in Münzenberg’s view, 
the setting up of the children’s homes and the special fundraising for 
them was more of a “propagandist-agitational” issue. Zetkin expressed 
how “opportunistic” she regarded this issue to be and, as there was 
significant popular interest to support such ventures, why not develop 
it further? Through fundraising especially earmarked for Soviet Russian 
children, they would be able to attract donations which would other-
wise not have come their way for general hunger relief.  97   

 Significantly, when the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s first orphanage was opened in 
Soviet Russia, it was presented as being a relief mission of a completely 
different character than those realised by “bourgeois charity,” as the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s objective was not to buy the cheapest provisions for as 
many as possible. The “brotherly solidarity” of the German workers 
could only give the best to their Russian brothers, it was stressed.  98   In a 
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confidential report on the Chelyabinsk orphanage, this was also one of 
the reasons why its capacity was limited to 200 and not, for example, 
400 children. According to Zetkin, the aim was to give these 200 chil-
dren the best possible care and to assure their well-being over a longer 
time frame, instead of temporarily feeding as many children as possible 
but whose future destinies would remain unknown. As predicted, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s Russian orphanages produced some impressive propaganda 
for the  Arbeiterhilfe , although the real conditions at the Chelyabinsk 
orphanage were initially deplorable and, according to Zetkin, it took, 
nearly a year before the orphanage was running as originally planned, 
with not only the feeding of the children secured but also an ideologi-
cally ‘proper’ communist education being offered to the children.  99   

 The establishment of the first orphanage in Russia marked the begin-
ning of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s long-lasting work with workers’ children, and 
throughout 1922–1923 the  Arbeiterhilfe  either managed or financed 
a number of orphanages with such names as “Proletarian Solidarity” 
(Kasan) “John Reed” (Samara), “Lenin” (Saratov), “Klara Zetkin” 
(Moscow) and “Comintern” (Saratov).  100    

  A symbolic gift or material assistance? 

 The last part of the chapter analyses the aims and results of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity campaign. Was it ‘only’ about providing symbol-
ical support or was it actually about practical solidarity though mate-
rial assistance? It seems that both sides were regarded paramount for 
the  Arbeiterhilfe . However, several limitations of the practical, material 
outcome were already realised from the very beginning of the campaign. 
In areas such as the Balkans, the Baltic States, Finland or Poland (all 
bordering Soviet Russia), very limited material assistance was to be 
expected. Even in Central Europe, including Germany, it was estimated 
that the political gains would outweigh the material side of the campaign 
mainly due to the high levels of unemployment, the millions of part-
time workers and the thousands of refugees and prisoners. The only 
areas where there was a high probability of gaining substantial mate-
rial assistance were assessed to be England, Scandinavia, Switzerland, 
Netherlands, Italy to a certain extent and America.  101   

 Moreover, as police reports from Germany show, to engage in practical 
international solidarity through fundraising for the famine victims was 
not for example tolerated by the German government, and the people 
engaged in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  practical fundraising were not spared from 
police persecution. For example, two women making door-to-door 
visits and collecting money on the streets were arrested in Berlin, and 
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their fundraising lists were confiscated by the  Schutzpolizei  (Schupo). 
Apparently, similar incidents occurred in various parts of Berlin and 
throughout Germany during the autumn of 1921.  102   Although the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s fundraising events in Cologne had, according to secret 
police observations, “no outwardly political character”, eight people were 
arrested on the grounds that they were collecting money without official 
permission. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s claim be to raising funds for famine relief 
was rejected due to several articles that were published in the commu-
nist press, which in the eyes of the authorities in Cologne revealed the 
basic, political motivation behind the campaign. In the police’s view, 
this proved that the money raised was not going to be spent on famine 
relief but on a political campaign for communism. Apparently, fund-
raising in the name of humanitarianism was permitted, but not in the 
name of international solidarity.  103   

 Zinoviev emphasised during Comintern sessions in Moscow that 
they were appealing for aid specifically from the workers and, although 
the workers in general did not possess significant resources to support 
the campaign, he concluded that “every [German] mark from a worker 
carried more political weight than half a million from the bourgeoise”.  104   
For Zinoviev workers’ donations were not measured in their monetary 
value, but in their symbolic meaning. One can conclude that Zinoviev’s 
argumentation concurs with Komter’s (2005) theory on solidarity and 
the power of the gift. It is not so much a question of the monetary 
value of a gift but far more of its symbolical meaning and expression. 
Thus, the act of giving a gift created the basis of a reciprocal interna-
tional solidarity and, in this sense, one of the central political goals 
of the campaign was to unite the workers of Germany and the world 
with Soviet Russia. International solidarity was a means of forming a 
common identification, a transnational unity of the workers who were 
all perceived as fighting for their common good.  105   

 Although the symbolic aspect of the relief campaign was highlighted 
by Zinoviev, this aspect of the campaign was downplayed in the ECCI’s 
communications to the CPs. In the political sphere, symbolism was 
essential, but in the sphere of concrete famine relief, symbolical assist-
ance was worthless. The famine victims required food, not symbolical 
phrases. In order to overcome this predicament, the ECCI informed 
the CPs on 26 September 1921 that Soviet Russia was indeed in urgent 
need of material assistance.  106   The ECCI’s criticism was stern: the CPs 
were not spending enough energy on the campaign and were not 
making sufficient organisational arrangements for the cause. This lack 
of commitment was attributed to the parties’ poor awareness of both 
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the consequences of the famine and the possible consequences of the 
bourgeois aid. Likewise, it was thought somewhat embarrassing for 
the Comintern to note that both the LSI and the Vienna International 
were at this point raising more funds than the Comintern’s own relief 
campaign. Most notably, the Comintern criticised some of its sections for 
their misconception that the famine relief campaign was purely a propa-
ganda campaign for Soviet Russia and strove merely to offer symbolic 
expressions of solidarity to the victims of the famine. This conception 
was thereby explicitly deemed to be completely erroneous (vollkommen 
irrig). Soviet Russia, it was highlighted, needed every available material 
assistance.  107   

 Münzenberg emphasised at a closed communist meeting in Berlin 
on 5 December that there was no contradiction between the political 
significance of the campaign and the practical fundraising. For example 
the IFTU, Münzenberg claimed, drew attention to every grain of corn 
collected for Russia in its propaganda. If the  Arbeiterhilfe  could report 
higher fundraising results than the IFTU, then the IFTU would attempt 
to collect even more to surpass the  Arbeiterhilfe . Hence the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
fundraising had a significant impact on the overall results of the famine 
relief.  108   

 The organising of a famine relief campaign only calling for symbolical 
assistance would have made no sense as the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign did 
not constitute a great propaganda triumph for Soviet Russia, as others have 
suggested.  109   As the renown famine relief poster by D. S. Moor illustrated, 
it was indeed not a glorious moment for Soviet Russia. Significantly, the 
image depicting a helpless character struggling for his very life illustrated 
not only a desperate famine victim, but likewise represented an image of 
Soviet Russia itself in a desperate state, pitifully calling for aid.  110   

 As in the poster produced by D. S. Moor, Käthe Kollwitz’s lithograph 
produced for the  Arbeiterhilfe  depicting Russia as a desperate falling man 
reproduced a similar devastating image of Soviet Russia. The desperation 
does not, however, seem as total in Kollwitz’s version. The famine victim 
in Moor’s poster stands alone calling out for assistance. In Kollwitz’s 
vision, the presence of international solidarity and aid is clearly felt. 
Hope is present. Helping hands are reaching towards the falling man and 
consequently also towards Russia itself. Only rapid assistance can save 
him from the final black-out. Kollwitz was effectively reproducing the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s will not only to help the famine victims, but also to rescue 
Soviet Russia from destruction. It was a profound artistic visualisation of 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s international solidarity campaign which clearly distin-
guished it from the humanitarian initiatives. In this vision, providing 
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immediate relief to the famine victims meant the same as saving Soviet 
Russia. Aid through the  Arbeiterhilfe  represented a dual articulation of 
practical relief and symbolical support to revolutionary Russia.      

Figure 2.2      Käthe Kollwitz, ‘Helft Russland (Help Russia)’ (1921)  

Source: Käthe Kollwitz Museum, Cologne/VG-Bild-Kunst.
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 Despite the desperate calls for solidarity articulated by the  Arbeiterhilfe , 
the results were in late September described in an internal circular as 
being “extremely weak” (äusserst gering).  111   The tone was, however, 
completely different in an internal ECCI circular dated late November. 
The ECCI reported that the Comintern’s famine relief campaign had 
started to show some promising results. The Profintern had collected 
50 million German marks and had prospects of reaching 100 million, 
and the amount collected directly through CPs and relief committees 
had, by 7 November, reached over 100 million marks. The  Arbeiterhilfe  
in Berlin had by then shipped ten consignments of goods consisting 
of three million kilogrammes of foodstuffs. It was claimed that 50,000 
people were from now onwards being fed daily by the  Arbeiterhilfe  in 
Soviet Russia. Evidently inspired by its increasing success, the ECCI 
planned to spread the campaign further to North and South America, 
Argentina, Australia, South Africa and Japan.  112   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  had by late January 1922 raised a total of 200 million 
German marks and sent 30 shipments of goods to Russia consisting of 
over 13,000 tonnes of foodstuffs, tools and machines. As a comparison, 
Münzenberg pointed out that the IFTU, with over 24 million members, 
had during the same period collected ‘only’ 50 million German marks 
and had sent only one shipment of goods to Russia consisting of 1,000 
tonnes.  113   In a final report on the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s famine relief presented 
to the Comintern on 21 November 1922, Münzenberg claimed that 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  had internationally collected goods, money and mate-
rial assets amounting to $ US 2.5 million. In total, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had 
transported 30,000 tonnes of provisions and aid material to Russia, 
Münzenberg calculated.  114   

 In comparison to the ARA, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s relief measures were indeed 
modest as the ARA was the one organisation providing the principal 
assistance in the famine area.  115   For Münzenberg and the  Arbeiterhilfe  it 
was of outmost importance to show that their calls for solidarity actually 
led to material assistance. In fact, it was the reports on fundraising results 
that in Münzenberg’s mind were manifest proof of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
success in awakening the international solidarity of the working class. 
The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s fundraising results enabled Münzenberg to claim in 
March 1922 in Moscow that it was an transnational solidarity movement 
unheard of in the history of the workers’ movement. The  Arbeiterhilfe  
had, according to Münzenberg, in just a six months’ period turned into a 
“powerful, international campaign encompassing the whole world”.  116   

 However, keeping workers interested in its famine relief campaign 
proved to be a major challenge as, after several months of fundraising 
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and campaign work, German workers evidently lost interest in the 
campaign. Münzenberg stated in a confidential letter to Karl Radek 
in January 1922 that the famine relief campaign in Germany had, in 
reality, come to a total standstill. Münzenberg did not, however, blame 
the workers for being uninterested in the famine but accused the KPD of 
having completely withdrawn its support for the campaign.  117   

 In conclusion, by the beginning of 1922, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had managed 
to create a provisional international organisation for international soli-
darity. Münzenberg and his team in Berlin had, in collaboration with 
the ECCI in Moscow, managed to engage the national CPs of the world 
in their campaign. However, without the Comintern’s original global 
network of radicals, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s efforts to form transnational 
solidarity networks would certainly not have been as impressive. The 
famine in Soviet Russia had presented a unique opportunity to unite the 
whole workers’ movement around a common cause but, as this chapter 
has shown, despite the urgency of the crisis, no such unity was centrally 
established. The initial awakening of international solidarity was thus 
not realised in practice as broadly as Münzenberg had envisioned it, 
although there had been actual attempts to form, on both a national 
and an international level, a united front between the labour parties and 
the internationals, a significant fact which has not been highlighted in 
detail in the previous research. 

 This chapter has further developed an initial analysis of international 
solidarity as it came to life in the context of famine relief. Furthermore, 
it is interesting to note that, although the cooperation between the 
parties ultimately failed, the  Arbeiterhilfe  seems to have reached beyond 
the KPD’s base and attracted a broad support base of working-class men, 
women and children, and artists and intellectuals for the starving. 
However, from the perspective of Soviet Russia and the Comintern 
a distinct disadvantage of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s international solidarity 
campaign was that it produced a tragic image of the ‘workers’ paradise’ 
in Soviet Russia. When, in the beginning of 1922, the domestic situa-
tion in Soviet Russia began to be more stabilised, thanks largely to the 
ARA’s massive relief work, the  Arbeiterhilfe  came to make a significant 
volte-face in its articulations of international solidarity: from a message 
of desperation to one of a new programme of reconstruction.      
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   Between December 1921 and January 1922, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message 
of international solidarity was slowly being reimagined. This can most 
powerfully be illustrated in two consecutive issues of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
pictorial newspaper  Sowjet-Russland im Bild.  The cover of the issue 
published on 20 December 1921 depicts the then prevailing torment 
in the Russian famine area and simultaneously confirms the tragic and 
weak state of Soviet Russia. This image conveys the same desperate cry 
for assistance as the two famine relief posters by D. S. Moor and Käthe 
Kollwitz presented earlier in Chapter 2. However, in the following issue 
of  Sowjet-Russland im Bild,  published on 20 January 1922, the signs 
of devastation were removed and instead replaced with a message of 
recovery and hope. Soviet Russia had been saved from destruction and 
was now in urgent need of a revitalisation of its industry, trade and 
culture. This gigantic task provided the impetus for the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  
launch of a new international solidarity campaign which was labelled 
‘productive assistance’ ( produktive Wirtschaftshilfe) . 

 The first part of this chapter deals with the launch and development 
of the new campaign. The second part analyses the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s efforts 
to sell its reimagined message of international solidarity to the German 
workers. The last part will look at the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s cultural work and its 
efforts to reimagine a positive image of Soviet Russia as a natural part of 
the ‘we-group’ of the transnational workers’ community.  

  Towards ‘productive assistance’ 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s ‘productive assistance’ initiative was a vast operation 
which remained the organisation’s main campaign until the summer of 
1923. Today, one might ask what the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s productive assistance 
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initiative has to do with the history of international solidarity? It is here 
maintained that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s productive assistance initiative illu-
minates a forgotten strand of international solidarity. As Lev Kamenev 
stated in 1922, productive assistance was simply a new form of interna-
tional solidarity directed towards Soviet Russia. Just as the workers of 
Germany had been prepared to share their bread with the Russians, it 
was presented as being a natural continuation of their solidarity work to 
assist Soviet Russia in its “economic-technical destitution”.  1   

 As a result, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was engaged through international soli-
darity in the “building of socialism”, but what did this mean in reality? 
According to Fitzpatrick (2008), the Bolsheviks clearly believed that 
building socialism was the same as forwarding economic development 
and modernisation. Building socialism was, in other words, the same 
as transforming Russia into a modern industrial society. The reasoning 
behind this programme was that the Bolsheviks had ‘prematurely’ taken 
power in industrially backward Russia and not in an industrially devel-
oped country such as Germany or Britain. Therefore, the Bolsheviks 
had a duty to do the job of the capitalists and to fundamentally trans-
form Russia. As Fitzpatrick notes, the first six years of Bolshevik power 
had not brought industrialisation, but had taken the Russian economy 
back to the levels of the previous century. After the Russian Civil War, 
European Russia was actually less urbanised than it had been in 1897, 
and half the Russian industrial working class had returned to the coun-
tryside. The idea of building socialism was integrally linked with Stalin’s 
idea of constructing socialism in one country, which emphasised the 
priority of Soviet Russia’s national modernisation over maintaining the 
international revolution as its main objective. Fitzpatrick argues that 
when Stalin embraced the ‘socialism in one country’ policy in 1924, it 
was supposed to show to the world that the Bolsheviks did not require a 
European revolution in order to be successful, as they “did not need the 
good-will of foreigners – whether revolutionaries or capitalists – to build 
Soviet power”.  2   However, the situation was completely different in 1922 
and the role attributed to the workers in the West for the modernisation 
of Soviet Russia has remained largely unscrutinised. 

  Building socialism through international solidarity 

 During its campaign, the  Arbeiterhilfe  organised two major interna-
tional congresses in Berlin, and it started publishing a monthly journal 
called the  Rote Aufbau: Monatschrift der proletarischen Wirtschaftshilfe für 
Sowjetrußland  ( Red Construction. Monthly Journal on the Proletarian Economic 
Aid to Soviet Russia ). In addition to actually taking over local industries 
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in the famine area and other parts of Soviet Russia, the  Arbeiterhilfe  initi-
ated an international “workers’ loan” and organised fundraising events 
in the West in order to send tools, machines and tractors to Soviet 
Russia. As in the previous chapter, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s work in Russia will 
not be the main focus of this analysis, rather my focus will be on how 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  tried to activate international solidarity in Germany for 
the building of socialism in Soviet Russia. 

 Clara Zetkin, who was the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  chairwoman, stated as early as 5 
December 1921 during discussions in Berlin that the aim of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
solidarity campaign should also be concerned with securing the financial 
and cultural reconstruction of a new strong, revolutionary cultural base in 
Soviet Russia. Through such a campaign, Zetkin argued, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
would be able to pressure the Western governments to establish financial 
relations with Soviet Russia and, even more importantly, to force these 
countries to grant much needed credits to Soviet Russia.  3   It seemed that, 
although the main objective of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity campaign was 
altered from saving to building, one basic idea of radical working class 
solidarity remained the same, namely that the destiny of Soviet Russia was 
integrally connected to the fate of the workers of the world. 

 On 22 December 1921, Münzenberg reported to Lenin on the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s turn towards new missions:

  More and more we are beginning to turn the campaign into a large-
scale political campaign in favour of Soviet Russia, i.e. the recognition 
of the Soviet government and the unrestricted provision of long-term 
commercial loans etc. Following the new position adopted by the 
English government, the mood among social democratic organisa-
tions is also beginning to improve considerably.  4     

 As Steiner (2007) shows, significant steps had evidently been taken in 
December 1921 as, in the West, it was generally acknowledged that the 
recovery of post-war Europe was dependent upon the exploitation of Soviet 
Russia’s vast resources. In Soviet Russia the urgent need for foreign capital, 
development and trade to save the country from an even deeper economic 
disaster led to the introduction of the New Economic Policy (NEP). To the 
dismay of several leading Bolsheviks, Lenin argued that only by attracting 
Western investors could Soviet industrialisation be accelerated.  5   

 As in pre-revolutionary Russia, it became evident that Soviet Russia 
was dependent on both foreign capital and foreign technical skill for 
its industrial development.  6   A major breakthrough for Soviet Russia 
was the signing of the Rapallo Treaty on 10 April 1922 with Germany, 
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although this remained Soviet Russia’s only fixed link to the capitalist 
West until 1924. It was not until February 1924 that the British offered 
 de jure  recognition of the Soviet Union – soon followed by Italy, Austria, 
Greece, Norway, Sweden and, later, in October 1924, by France – that 
diplomatic relations between the Soviet Union and Western Europe 
were normalised. The problem for the Bolsheviks in the early 1920s was 
that Germany alone could not provide enough capital and investment 
required for Russian industrialisation.  7   

 It seems that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s turn towards productive assistance was 
significantly influenced by Fridtjov Nansen and the speech he gave at 
the  League of Nations  in Geneva on 12 November 1921. “Could the fields 
be ploughed when the animals were dead?”, Nansen had asked rhetori-
cally? According to Nansen, the only remedy was to equip the Russians 
with motorised ploughs and with people with the right know-how. When 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  published a new fundraising appeal in  Sowjet-Russland 
im Bild  on 20 January 1922, it specifically appealed for machines and for 
motorised ploughs in particular.  8   In the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s January  Bulletin  
1922, it was acknowledged that sending trucks and tractors was almost 
as important as sending provisions to Russia. Using the Russian railway 
network, it was only possible to reach a limited number of people and, 
as the number of horses in the famine area had dramatically decreased, 
vast areas were left beyond the reach of grain shipments.  9   

 Münzenberg stated that “all relief organisations active in Russia” had 
repeatedly stressed the need to send means of transportation as well 
as agricultural machines to Soviet Russia.  10   However, as the  Arbeiterhilfe  
developed its campaign, a clear difference between the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s and 
the capitalists’ motives emerged. The  Arbeiterhilfe  stressed that, although 
both capitalists and workers were providing Soviet Russia with machines, 
only the workers were sending their machines out of solidarity with 
their “Russian brothers”. The capitalists again sent machines to make a 
profit and to prevent the “development of communism”.  11   

 Münzenberg was rather realistic with regard to the Western European 
working class’ capacity to provide assistance. Misery prevailed in 
post-war Europe as well. As long as there were no socialist republics in 
the West, the only way to resurrect the Soviet economy was through 
the re-establishment of financial relations with the Western powers. In 
order to achieve this, the workers mission was to pressurise their govern-
ments into re-establishing international trade between Soviet Russia and 
the West.  12   Hence, quite contrary to McMeekin’s recent proposition that 
the aim of the campaign was to “camouflage” the role of foreign capital-
ists in Russia, one objective of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign was in fact to 
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persuade the Western governments to recommence trading with and 
investing in Russia.  13   

 It is interesting to note that the Comintern Secretariat was not initially 
convinced about the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s plans, and expressed to Münzenberg 
that it had “the greatest concerns” (grösste Bedenken) regarding the use 
of famine relief money to buy tools and machines for the factories in the 
famine area. Instead, Münzenberg was warned by the Secretariat against 
using the money on anything else but relief work for the starving: The 
Secretariat told Münzenberg in confidence that they were of the opinion 
that the amounts accumulated through fundraising were not allowed to 
be used on anything other than on alleviating the famine. Indeed, the 
Executive Committee of the Communist International (ECCI) Secretariat 
fretted, what would happen if their enemies were to be informed of 
such a use of our famine relief funds? Moreover, the many critics of the 
campaign argued, initially, that the means available to the international 
proletariat had in the first place been insufficient to alleviate the famine 
and were even less sufficient to assist in the rebuilding of the Soviet 
economy.  14   

 The political importance of this campaign was clearly defined and 
emphasised by Münzenberg in order to convince the radical revolution-
aries on 1 March 1922 in Moscow. Münzenberg stressed that the objec-
tive of the new campaign was to achieve a maximum amount of support 
from the international working class, to apply pressure on the Western 
governments, to create a united workers’ front and to mobilise all of the 
power of the workers to assist Soviet Russia during its financial crisis. 
Münzenberg estimated that the  Arbeiterhilfe  could raise as much as $US 
10 million during 1922. In addition to the material side of the campaign, 
Münzenberg stressed its political value: if the campaign was successful, 
it could further unite and connect the workers of the West with Soviet 
Russia. The enlarged ECCI meeting finally gave its seal of approval to 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s new productive assistance programme.  15   This proves, 
however, Münzenberg’s independent status in Berlin as he in fact had 
already launched the productive assistance campaign in January, long 
before the official approval from the Comintern.   

  Campaigning for Soviet Russia’s economic reconstruction 

  Tools, machines and tractors as symbols of solidarity 

 How, then, was the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s reimagined message of international 
solidarity as productive assistance effectively conveyed to the German 
public? 
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 One of the first practical manifestations of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s reimag-
ined message of solidarity was the organisation of an international fund-
raising Week of Tools ( internationale Werkzeugesammelwoche) , held on 1–7 
May 1922. With this initiative, the  Arbeiterhilfe  aimed to both deliver 
the collected tools to Russian workers and to use the tools as exchange 
goods in order to purchase food. All tools were welcome: hammers, axes, 
carpenter’s planes, knives, tongs, even the smallest nails were asked for. 
In the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  circular to the German workers, it was declared that 
every hammer that was donated forged the construction of the socialist 
economy; every nail played its part in the vast socialist construction.  16   

 In Germany, the workers were encouraged to mobilise themselves 
for the cause despite their own financial hardship. It was defined as 
their immediate duty to assist “our Russian brothers and sisters” in 
their prolonged despair.  17   After this fundraising week, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
proclaimed that the campaign had not only been supported by commu-
nists, but also by other workers and even within bourgeois circles. 
According to a report, the  Arbeiterhilfe  managed to collect hundreds of 
boxes with tools, weighing between 500 and 600 kilogrammes, which 
had been sent to Stettin from where the goods were being shipped to 
Russia.  18   Already by mid-February, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had actually managed 
to get a hold of two motorised ploughs, one called “Arbeiterhilfe” and 
the other “Dritte Internationale (the Third International)” which, along 
with several vans, were to be sent to Russia with the next shipment from 
Stettin.  19   

 The financial capacity of the German working class was, however, very 
limited when it came to realising this idea of productive assistance. Thus 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  urged all workers to mobilise their most valuable asset, 
their labour.  20   Together, if each and every one contributed a day’s pay, 
they could raise millions, it was argued, and hence a way was provided 
to empower the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of international solidarity.  21   

 In order to inspire workers to participate in the campaign, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s  Bulletin  presented a story of machine factory workers in 
Sürtha am Rein. As reported, the local workers had suggested building 
an ice machine for a hospital in the famine area. This idea was then 
forwarded to the local communist factory fraction which raised the 
suggestion at the factory workers’ general meeting. During the meeting, 
the proposal was, however, challenged by some workers as the addi-
tional work required to build such a machine would breach the newly 
won eight-hour working day. The workers voted on the matter and, with 
an overwhelming majority of 700 for and 20 against, they decided in 
favour of the construction of the ice machine. The  Arbeiterhilfe  declared 
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the decision to be a true sign of their class consciousness, and the story 
was effectively used as a source of inspiration for other workers in 
Germany.  22   

 The official launch of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s productive assistance initia-
tive took place at the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s World Congress, held on 5–11 July 
1922 in Berlin that gathered over 100 guests from 15 countries.  23   It was 
proclaimed that for the friends of Soviet Russia, it should not be diffi-
cult to understand that Russia could not be only assisted with bread.  24   
In this spirit, the June 1922 issue of  Sowjet-Russland im Bild  declared 
productive assistance to be nothing less than “the salvation of Soviet 
Russia.”  25   

 The central message of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s congress in Berlin was that, 
irrespective of how “honest or spontaneous” the will of the workers’ of 
the world was to assist Soviet Russia’s economic recovery, it would prove 
impossible if they remained unorganised. Only through a national and 
international organisation could any practical assistance be achieved. 
Two fields of activity were earmarked. On the one hand, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
would import the required production means to Russia, including equip-
ment, machines and raw materials. On the other hand, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
would invest and rebuild companies and enterprises in Soviet Russia. 
The slogan for the new campaign was epitomised in the call not to give 
for Soviet Russia’s immediate needs, as previously, but for those of the 
future (gebt nicht für den Augenblick, sondern für die Zukunft).  26   In 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s  Bulletin  that was published on the opening day of the 
congress, Münzenberg expressed his conviction that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was 
the only organisation in the world that could pursue this idea of produc-
tive assistance. The communist parties (CPs) were simply too preoccupied 
with their daily duties to manage such a “financial solidarity campaign”. 
The capitalists again were only interested in “plundering and colonising 
Russia”.  27   Here, the very concept of solidarity was interwoven with the 
existence of Soviet Russia – it had, in fact, become a permanent new 
ingredient in the communist articulations of solidarity.  28   

 After the Berlin Congress, on 15 July, Münzenberg expressed his confi-
dence in and hopes for the continuation of the campaign. Münzenberg 
had received support from the Soviet government’s representatives, 
Georgi Chicherin and Alexander Eiduck in Berlin who had officially 
confirmed to Münzenberg the significance of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s current 
work for Soviet Russia. In Münzenberg’s opinion, the only trouble 
looming on the horizon was the Russian organisational side of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe , and he supported the idea of an immediate Soviet govern-
mental revision of the whole Russian  Arbeiterhilfe  as soon as possible. 
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The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity campaign was perhaps also jeopardised by 
Münzenberg’s complete exhaustion due to the debacle with Franz Jung 
in Moscow, whose mismanagement threatened to turn the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
Russian ventures into a veritable disaster. Zetkin had reported on a 
meeting in Moscow with Jung at which Jung had allegedly presented 
a “completely false” picture of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s views and methods. In a 
rare moment of weakness, Münzenberg continued in a private letter:

  Since August 1921 I have been working continuously, almost all day 
and all night, dragging heavy loads with practically no support of 
any kind. I was in Moscow alone four times and, despite this absence 
of several months, I conducted the entire business in Berlin, organ-
ised three conferences, etc. I am so tired I could fall down. But the 
certainty that my work is saving thousands of people and providing 
real practical help to Russia in a very small way keeps me on my feet 
and allows me to persevere, despite fatigue and illness.  29     

 Most of the preserved material on Münzenberg and the  Arbeiterhilfe  
rarely, if ever, reveals any personal motivations, merely illuminating 
organisational issues. Apparently, what was driving Münzenberg was 
the fact that his work was providing real practical assistance to Soviet 
Russia – not that he was producing good propaganda. As Münzenberg 
suspected in his letter, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s organisation in Soviet Russia 
was in a state of chaos, largely due to the complete disorganisation and 
catastrophic mismanagement of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s Soviet Russian enter-
prises by people such as Franz Jung. This was the main issue that would 
ultimately lead to the collapse of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s productive assistance 
programme in late 1923. Before the collapse of this initiative, however, 
Münzenberg was able to claim several important propagandist victories, 
such as the workers’ loan to Soviet Russia.  

  Solidarity in the form of a workers’ loan 

 One of the most intriguing decisions made during the  Arbeiterhilfe’ s 
Third World Congress in Berlin was the idea of organising an interna-
tional workers’ loan. It appears that the idea had first been formulated 
by the Italian communist Nicolo Bombacci, who had suggested to Lenin 
on 10 August 1921 that an international workers’ loan could be organ-
ised in order to raise funds for Soviet Russia.  30   The proposal had even 
been officially discussed during an ECCI meeting on 14 September 1921. 
Zinoviev had then embraced the idea and had presented it as a central 
component of the Comintern’s famine relief campaign.  31   
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 The many organisational difficulties were not resolved until a final 
decision to issue the workers’ bonds was made at the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
Third World Congress in Berlin. The workers’ bond issue was to be 
managed by the  Industrie- und Handels-Aktien-Gesellschaft: Internationale 
Arbeiterhilfe für Sowjet-Rußland  ( Aufbau ) (Industrial and Trade Stock 
Company: International Workers’ Relief for Soviet Russia) which was 
placed under the control of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s Executive Committee 
headed by Münzenberg. Although the final form of the workers’ bonds 
was still unclear, it was decided on 11 July 1922 that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  
Aufbau section would be the official bond distributor and that they 
would be jointly guaranteed by both the Aufbau and the Soviet govern-
ment. According to the proposal, the incoming resources would be 
reserved for the active reconstruction of the Soviet Russian economy 
and were to be invested in close collaboration with Soviet Russia’s 
financial institutions. It was not, however, expected that individual 
workers would buy the bonds. The main market for these workers’ 
bonds consisted of the trade unions, cooperatives and other public 
bodies.  32   

 Finally, on 13 September 1922, the Council of People’s Commissariats 
(Sovnarkom) guaranteed the workers’ loan. The  Aufbau  was officially 
registered in the Berlin trade register on 22 September 1922. The bonds 
entitled “ Erste Internationale Arbeiter-Anleihe  (First International Workers’ 
Bonds)” could finally be issued and were put into international circula-
tion in October the same year.  33   In the press, the  Arbeiterhilfe  claimed 
that the workers’ loan should only be perceived as being a first step 
towards establishing an international workers’ world bank. For as long 
as most of the world lived under capitalist rule, it was argued, banks 
would be a necessity. But who if not the capitalists benefitted from the 
savings made by individual workers and labour organisations? Now, 
thanks to the establishment of Soviet Russia, it was finally possible to 
use the workers’ money for the benefit of the working class. This analogy 
was further expanded to include the rebuilding of Soviet Russia. The 
 Arbeiterhilfe  asked rhetorically, was it not ultimately the workers’ savings 
that enabled the capitalists to invest in the Russian market? Why, then, 
give the money first to the capitalists, who then invested it in Soviet 
Russia, when there was the possibility of investing directly in Soviet 
Russia’s reconstruction through the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s workers’ loan?  34   This 
fundamental reasoning was even printed on the bonds, where it was 
stated that the workers’ loan furthered the reconstruction of industry 
in the famine areas.  35   In total, the  Aufbau  issued bonds worth $US 
1 million.  36   
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 Despite hopeful proclamations by the  Arbeiterhilfe,  it appears that 
the workers’ loan was received with general scepticism by the German 
workers. For example, the social democratic  Hamburger Echo  published 
an article with the sensational title “The World Revolution Takes a Loan.” 
The most devastating criticism claimed that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s funds were 
in reality being spent by Soviet officials, the Red Army and the Cheka. 
The  Arbeiterhilfe  was quick, however, to remind the social democrats of 
the German war bonds that they had so warmly endorsed during the 
First World War which, in 1922, were worthless. The  Arbeiterhilfe  main-
tained that a loan guaranteed by Soviet Russia was as good as any loan 
guaranteed by the Weimar Republic.  37   

 Several of the  German Communist Party  (KPD)’s Central Committee 
members already felt in February 1923 that the workers’ loan campaign 
should be immediately halted. During such dire economic times in 
Germany, it was assessed that there was little chance of achieving much 
with the campaign.  38   Looking at the financial side of the campaign, 
the KPD was most probably correct in its assessment. In Germany the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  managed, between 15 June 1922 and 31 April 1923, to sell 
only $US 442.91 out of a total emission of $US 13,299.83. Clearly the 
escalating inflation in Germany ruined all efforts to sell these bonds.  39   
However, Münzenberg was convinced that, despite the financial result of 
the workers’ loan scheme, the campaign still had a significant propagan-
dist and political value in Germany.  40   In the end, the  Arbeiterhilfe  managed 
to sell bonds in the USA and Europe for a total of $US 35,000.  41    

  From zenith to dissolution 

 The productive assistance programme underwent a vast expansion after 
the summer of 1922. On the one hand, it was acknowledged that the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  was working according to capitalist methods, striving after 
profit and surplus value. However, the  Aufbau  defined itself in its stat-
utes as a non-profit company, as its (potential) earnings were destined 
to stimulate the Soviet economy.  42   The  Arbeiterhilfe  had for example 
taken control over a fishery in Volgograd (Zarizyn) which was being 
rebuilt with the help of a loan from the Soviet government. Münzenberg 
explained the logic of investing in such enterprises: the  Arbeiterhilfe  could 
transport large quantities of fish from Volgograd to Tver where it would 
be exchanged for flour which would then be delivered to the famine 
areas in Samara and Saratov. Thus, Münzenberg argued, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was not only providing food for the famine victims but was at the same 
time rebuilding the local economy and helping the local population to 
help themselves.  43   
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 By August 1922, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was involved in a number of compa-
nies and enterprises in Russia. In the Kazan area, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
managed three estates (Sowjetgüter) with a total of three tractors and 
one diesel motor being in operation. In Chelyabinsk, just East of the 
Ural mountains, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was in charge of the “Pinajewo” estate 
where one tractor was in operation. In the Urals, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was 
coordinating the work of 19 American workers who had arrived with 20 
tractors from the USA. In Petrograd the  Arbeiterhilfe  controlled a number 
of companies, and in Moscow the  Arbeiterhilfe  managed a shoe factory, 
an estate outside the city, an ambulance service ( Ambulatorium)  offering 
free treatment to the unemployed as well as several other enterprises. 
The  Arbeiterhilfe  was also in charge of a canteen and a club for workers 
in Moscow, where they could eat cheaply, spend their free time with 
foreign workers, read newspapers and books and listen to good music.  44   

 Münzenberg returned to Soviet Russia for the Comintern’s Fourth 
World Congress, held between 5 November and 5 December 1922 in 
Petrograd and Moscow.  45   After several meetings in various commis-
sions, Münzenberg presented his final proposal regarding the contin-
uation of the productive assistance programme on 5 December 1922. 
It was unanimously accepted by the Comintern.  46   In a direct response 
to Münzenberg’s reports in Moscow, Lenin sent a personal letter to 
Münzenberg in which he praised the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s initiatives. Lenin 
wrote: 

 The international workers’ famine relief campaign has helped Soviet 
Russia in an outstanding way to overcome the dark days of the famine 
in recent years and to drive back hunger. Now we have to heal the 
wounds left by the famine; above all, to care for the many thousands 
of orphaned children and to build up agriculture and industry in the 
famine regions which have been severely impaired as a result of the 
famine. […] 

 The economic relief campaign of the International Workers’ Relief for 
Soviet Russia, which has begun so successfully, must be powerfully 
fostered by workers all over the world. Apart from continuing strong 
political pressure on the governments of the non-communist coun-
tries with the demand for the recognition of the Soviet government, 
a broad economic relief campaign by the world proletariat provides, 
today, the best practical support for Soviet Russia in its difficult 
economic struggle against the imperialistic companies and the best 
way to support the establishment of a socialist economy.  47     
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 The productive assistance programme’s promising start would, however, 
soon turn sour. Despite Münzenberg’s hopes of practically assisting 
the rebuilding of the Soviet economy, the people sent to Soviet Russia 
turned out to be primarily idealists. As one Russian official concluded, 
the foreign workers sent by the  Arbeiterhilfe  were of little practical use 
and only accomplished “stupidities” (dummheiten).  48   Even worse, the 
German communist Hugo Eberlein (1887–1941) reported after a visit to 
Moscow that it was rumoured that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s shipments of clothes 
and provisions to Petrograd were being sold on the black market to pay 
the wages of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s local employees instead of being sent to 
the famine victims. In Moscow again, several of those employed by the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  had checked in at the  Hotel Lux  although they had not been 
able to pay their bills. They had instead suggested payment in the form 
of provisions meant for the starving, or had simply demanded that the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  cover the costs with famine relief money.  49   Münzenberg was 
evidently not fully aware of the details of these improper goings-on and 
immediately requested a closer investigation of the matter.  50   When a 
revision of the Russian department of the  Arbeiterhilfe  was initiated by 
the Comintern in 1923, a multitude of problems surfaced. According to 
the Comintern’s final report, complete chaos reigned at the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
offices in both Petrograd and Moscow in the areas of accounting and 
leadership. It was especially the accounts at Moscow headquarters 
that were “below all criticism”.  51   This extensive revision led, towards 
the end of 1923, to the dismantling of the  Arbeiterhilfe’ s Russian enter-
prises and the definitive end of the productive assistance programme.  52   
Officially, the order to “dissolve” the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s Russian relief organi-
sation was approved by the Presidium of the ECCI on 10 November 
1923. Thereafter the  Arbeiterhilfe  would only have a small office at 3 First 
Tverskaya Yamskaya in Central Moscow.  53   

 Before the end, Münzenberg organised the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s “World 
Conference for Productive Assistance and Reconstruction in Russia” 
(Weltkonferenz für Wirtschaftshilfe und Wiederaufbau in Russland) at 
the  Reichstag  in Berlin on 17 June 1923. According to Münzenberg, this 
conference had found a broader and more extensive audience. Although 
this conference would symbolise the last major call for productive assist-
ance by the  Arbeiterhilfe  in Weimar Germany, it turned out to be a spec-
tacular affair. According to the  Arbeiterhilfe  Executive’s report to the 
Comintern, 18 countries had been represented at the conference.  54   

 However, Münzenberg was perhaps preempting the coming end of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s productive assistance when he wrote to the Comintern on 
21 June 1923 that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was in the middle of a reorganisation 
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during which the existing organisation was being divided into two 
sections: a “politic-propagandist-cultural” section on the one hand 
and a “financial-commercial section” on the other.  55   This reorganisa-
tion of the  Arbeiterhilfe  into two separate sections, or even organisa-
tions, initially caused some confusion amongst the representatives 
of both the Soviet state institutions and the Comintern. Münzenberg 
explained for example to Krestinski, the Soviet ambassador in Berlin, 
that whereas the Aufbau had handled the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s financial enter-
prises in Soviet Russia and the workers’ loan had been placed under 
the control of the Soviet government, the “Komitee Internationale 
Arbeiterhilfe (Committee International Workers’ Relief)” was an organ 
of the Comintern and had specific political, cultural and propagandist 
missions.  56   

 In the following, a closer analysis of the early development of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s so-called “politic-propagandist-cultural” section is provided. 
This was also the section of the  Arbeiterhilfe  that would survive and vastly 
expand after 1923 into a broad international solidarity organisation.   

  On the cultural front 

 Compared to the initial relief campaign of 1921, the campaign for recon-
structing Soviet Russia was accompanied by strong political and cultural 
work that was integrally connected to the reimagining of the early 
image of Soviet Russia in the West (1922–1923). Studies on early Soviet 
cultural diplomacy have focused mainly on the role of Western intellec-
tuals, often sarcastically referred to as “fellow-travellers”, who travelled 
to Soviet Russia and wrote positive reports on the revolution back in 
the West. David-Fox (2012) provides the first comprehensive analysis 
of Soviet attitudes towards the West in the context of cultural diplo-
macy during the interwar period. The main focus of this early cultural 
diplomacy has, however, been on the  All-Union Society for Cultural Ties 
Abroad , known by its Russian acronym VOKS, which was founded in 
April 1925, or on its less well-known predecessor in the field of culti-
vating cultural ties with the West, the  United Information Bureau  (OBI), 
which was founded in December 1923. The key figure on the Soviet 
side of this cultural diplomacy was Trotsky’s sister, Olga Kameneva. She 
was the leader of the OBI which was known to its foreign visitors as 
the “Kameneva Institute” and which was based at the  Metropol Hotel  in 
Moscow. She was also the leader of the VOKS until 1933.  57   

 Before the founding of the OBI, however, Kameneva had also been 
heavily involved in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  activities. Thus, one could argue 
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that Soviet Russia’s encounters with the Western world through the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  also helped to shape Soviet Russia’s early cultural diplomacy. 
As David-Fox notes, both Kameneva and Münzenberg concentrated their 
energies on image-shaping initiatives, although Kameneva was more 
concerned with the invitation and reception of foreigners in Moscow, 
whereas Münzenberg was mainly preoccupied with finding well-known 
supporters of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  pro-Soviet initiatives in the context of its 
international solidarity campaigns in the West. Furthermore, Kameneva’s 
OBI was a Soviet governmental institution whereas the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
cultural-political section was affiliated to the Comintern.  58   

 The aim of this section is to further analyse the role of the  Arbeiterhilfe  
as an early image-shaping organisation for Soviet Russia in Germany. 
How did the  Arbeiterhilfe  expand its activities into the realm of cultural 
diplomacy or, to be more precise, how did it construct in Weimar 
Germany a culture of international solidarity with Soviet Russia playing 
the most prominent role? 

  Reconstructing the image of Soviet Russia 

 In many ways, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s productive assistance programme 
attempted to restore and remodel a new image of Soviet Russia as a 
country rising from the ashes. Hence, the aim was now not to spread 
critical reports, but to elaborate on the positive sides of Soviet Russia’s 
reconstruction and to defend the actions of the Soviet government. 
This propaganda work was integrally connected with the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
message of international solidarity. After all, how could one nurture feel-
ings of solidarity for Soviet Russia, if the object of its solidarity and its 
actions was not identified as being righteous and worthy? 

 An invaluable new medium for convincing the public of the West 
of the “rising workers’ paradise” in Russia was the mass publication of 
pictures and illustrations. In early 1922, Münzenberg acknowledged 
that the Bolsheviks had been very successful with their utilisation of 
images in their propaganda, which included cinema, slides, posters, 
pictorial newspapers as well as both photograph and art exhibitions. 
Münzenberg pointed out that in Soviet Russia the Bolsheviks had been 
forced to utilise image-based propaganda as the majority of the Russian 
workers and peasants were still illiterate. However, Münzenberg argued 
that the same methods of propaganda could be used just as successfully 
and effectively on the literate sections of the population as well.  59   

 Münzenberg praised the Soviet regime’s ability to convey their message 
much more effectively and with much more emotion through the use 
of powerful illustrations, than it was possible to do through “cold and 
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unemotional” printed words. In Germany, images had, according to 
Münzenberg, not been utilised to a significant degree and almost all 
party newspapers and journals were published without any illustrations 
of any kind. A special committee had been set up by the  Arbeiterhilfe  
in Russia with the specific mission of providing the pictures that the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  published in  Sowjet-Rußland im Bild,  the “first communist 
pictorial newspaper”. Münzenberg was, however, disappointed with the 
reception of this pictorial newspaper amongst the CP functionaries. They 
had evidently perceived it as yet another publication for the communists 
although, in Münzenberg’s opinion, it had been formulated both in 
content and in form mainly to appeal to the non-communist masses. As 
Münzenberg stated, everyone knows how difficult it is to spread newspa-
pers and leaflets to “indifferent and unorganised” workers and if, against 
all odds, they bought a copy, it remained, according to Münzenberg, 
highly uncertain whether they ever actually read the publication. Thus, 
Münzenberg played his ace: if the newspapers directed to the masses 
were primarily illustrated products, then it could almost be guaranteed 
that the illustrations would be viewed and their message effectively 
conveyed. Pictures and illustrations, Münzenberg argued, could be made 
into one of the most powerful weapons in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign 
work.  60   

 It signalled the beginning of an unprecedented revolution in illus-
trated products which would result in the visionary and historically-
renown  Arbeiter–Illustrierte–Zeitung .  61   The paper was, however, fully 
dependent upon images being sent from Moscow and, particularly in 
the beginning, there were severe delays. Münzenberg complained to 
the Comintern Secretariat in January 1922 that he had not received 
urgently needed photos from Moscow. The idea of a pictorial newspaper 
was clever indeed and was well received, Münzenberg stated that the 
success would have been so much greater if the Comintern had actually 
provided the  Arbeiterhilfe  with new photographs. Instead, Münzenberg 
continued, a recent supplement to  Vorwärts  had included an illustrated 
report on the new electric train line between Moscow and St. Petersburg, 
whereas the  Arbeiterhilfe  was stuck with publishing old photographs 
from 1918–1919.  62   

 Münzenberg reminded the Comintern that the German commu-
nist press hardly reached anyone beyond its communist reader-
ship. For example, the KPD’s newspaper,  Rote Fahne,  had just over 
30,000 subscribers, whereas the Comintern’s journal  Kommunistische 
Internationale  had a maximum print run of 10,000 copies per issue. Now, 
Münzenberg argued,  Sowjet-Russland im Bild , allegedly the only pictorial 
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newspaper that could reach a mass readership in Germany, was being 
effectively sabotaged by the Comintern.  63   Münzenberg even complained 
to Lenin on 4 February 1922 that although the readership of the journal 
was increasing, and thus constituted a success for the movement, no 
pictures had arrived from Moscow (“Bilder habe ich leider bis heute 
nicht erhalten”).  64   

 Despite the difficulties in receiving new photographs and achieving 
satisfactory printing results, by the summer of 1922, the print run of 
 Sowjet-Rußland im Bild  had rapidly increased to 60,000 copies per issue. 
In October 1922, the name of the newspaper was changed to  Sichel und 
Hammer.  In January 1923, Münzenberg could report to the Comintern 
that the print run of the pictorial newspaper had increased to 150,000 
copies and by February 1923 its print run had increased to 250,000 
copies.  65   

 How was this unprecedented increase in readership then used to 
strengthen the image of Soviet Russia, or related to the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
message of international solidarity? The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s defence of the 
Soviet government’s confiscation of church treasures serves as an 
excellent example of the potential of illustrations to articulate the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of solidarity. In February 1922, the Soviet govern-
ment announced that the ample treasures of the church in Soviet Russia 
were to be confiscated. This action was officially justified on the basis 
of the state’s urgent need for revenue which could in turn be used to 
rescue hundreds of thousands who would otherwise die from starva-
tion.  66   Lenin stated in a letter to the Politburo on 19 March 1922 that it 
was “precisely now and only now, when in the starving regions people 
are eating human flesh, and hundreds if not thousands of corpses 
are littering the roads, that we can (and therefore must) carry out the 
confiscation of church valuables with the most savage and merciless 
energy”.  67   

 In this context a drawing by D. S. Moor was published in the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s  Sowjet–Rußland im Bild  in 1922 showing a starving famine 
victim pleading to a lavishly dressed patriarch. It presented a clearly 
justified message of solidarity at the same time as it justified the actions 
of Soviet Russia. In a simple illustration, the adversarial stance of the 
church was powerfully presented, clearly defining it as a significant 
‘other’. 

 The caption to the illustration proclaims: The famine victim pleas to 
the patriarch: “Give away the chalice, sell the gold – buy bread!” The 
patriarch then answers: “It is impossible for me to give away the chalice. 
You see, even you will need it in a moment when I give you the last rites 
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and lead you to the heavens”. Instead of reaching towards the famine 
victim, and thus symbolically towards Soviet Russia and the world prole-
tariat, the church is formed into an adversarial ‘they’ effectively excluded 
from the ‘we’ which forms the basis of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of soli-
darity. Most significantly, the above message of international solidarity 
is built upon the notion of injustice. As Bayertz (1998) states, labour soli-
darity has always included a moral dimension that is not merely based 
on the existence of a common interest or a common enemy. The agents 
of the labour movement perceive that they are leading a conscious 
struggle against injustice – and that justice is on their side.  68   

 For the  Arbeiterhilfe , this became the first instance when the perceived 
just cause of international solidarity in practice meant that representa-
tives of their solidarity community (Soviet Russia) executed the perceived 
‘other’, who in this case primarily included members of the clergy. The 
brutality that was used to confiscate the treasures was naturally not 
discussed by the  Arbeiterhilfe  in public, but its objective seems to have 
been to counter any news on the brutal church oppression, justifying it 
to the workers in the West by saying that the church had in fact brought 
this brutal oppression upon themselves by not having willingly handed 
over its treasures.  

  Art exhibitions in Berlin 

 One of the most successful events organised by Münzenberg was the 
first Soviet art exhibition in Berlin. It seems rather incredible that Lenin 
himself was meticulously involved in the project through Münzenberg. 
The exhibition opened at the Galerie van Diemen at 21 Unter den 
Linden in Berlin on 15 October 1922. The exhibition was officially co-
organised by both the  Arbeiterhilfe  and the Russian People’s Commissariat 
of Education (Narkompros). The planning of the exhibition had already 
begun in December 1921. According to a letter from Münzenberg to 
Lenin, one of the principal aims of the exhibition was to create a coun-
terbalance to the activities of the Russian (non-Bolshevik) émigré circles 
who were becoming more visible in Berlin through their cultural and 
musical evenings and the Russian theatre that had been established in 
Königgräzerstraße in Berlin.  69   

 Münzenberg explained later during a speech held at the enlarged ECCI 
meeting in Moscow on 1 March 1922 that the forthcoming exhibition of 
Soviet art had two objectives: on the one hand to achieve moral support 
for Soviet Russia and on the other hand to produce financial support for 
the  Arbeiterhilfe .  70   Within cultural circles, the exhibition was celebrated 
as the first public display of Soviet constructivist works by artists such as 
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Kasimir Malevich, Alexander Rodchenko, El Lissitzky, Vladimir Tatlin, 
Naum Gabo and Nathan Altman. These were artists who were allegedly 
expressing a profound, new optimism which had emerged since the 
Russian Revolution. In total, 594 works of art were exhibited at the van 
Diemen Gallery. The cover of the exhibition catalogue was designed by 
Lissitzky himself. As such, the exhibition and its catalogue constituted a 
significant introduction of modern Soviet art to the West and showcased 
the cultural advances of revolutionary Russia. Later, art historians even 
included the exhibition amongst the twentieth centuries’ most impor-
tant exhibitions in Germany.  71   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  also organised a special famine relief exhibition enti-
tled “Hungersnot, Hungerhilfe in Sowjet-Russland (Famine, Famine 
Relief in Soviet Russia)”, that was opened in central Berlin at the former 
Russian consulate at 11 Unter den Linden on 7 July 1922. The venue 
of the famine relief exhibition is of significance as towards the end of 
1923 it would become the official residence of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s head-
quarters in Berlin. A perhaps unexpected consequence of the location of 
the famine relief exhibition was that it was interpreted in the bourgeois 
press as being an official exhibition of Soviet Russia, although it was 
organised by the  Arbeiterhilfe . The exhibition included tables providing 
statistics on the famine, posters by Soviet artists, photographs and arte-
facts from the famine area in Soviet Russia. It also presented an over-
view both of the reasons for and the consequences of the famine and of 
the famine relief activities of the international organisations, including 
those of the Red Cross, the American Relief Administration (ARA) and of 
the  Arbeiterhilfe . In the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s report on the exhibition, its break-
down of the visitors to the famine relief exhibition is of special signifi-
cance, as 60 percent were representatives of the working class, whereas 
the rest were international travellers who had found their way to the 
exhibition while strolling along the Unter den Linden. It was planned 
that the famine relief exhibition would also be taken to the Netherlands 
and the United States.  72   

 Through organising such cultural events the  Arbeiterhilfe  effectively 
tried to transmit a positive image of Soviet Russia and exhibited the 
power of international solidarity as it showed to the public the material 
assistance provided by the international working class to their Russian 
‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’. 

 In conclusion, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s activities in 1922–1923 were initially 
concerned with the reimagining of international solidarity as ‘productive 
assistance’. In the end, the so-called “Aufbau” section of the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was quietly dissolved, while what remained of the  Arbeiterhilfe  was the 
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political, cultural and propagandist section, which is also the main 
subject of the remaining part of this book. Although the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
productive assistance programme ended on an embarrassing note, it 
did play a historical role in the emerging cultural diplomacy of Soviet 
Russia. Moreover, the period witnessed a vital reimagining of the ways 
of spreading the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of international solidarity and 
of conveying a positive image of Soviet Russia. The use of illustrations, 
slides and film became from now onwards pivotal weapons in the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  arsenal, and one could argue that this new emphasis on 
emotive visual communication became a central element of all inter-
national solidarity campaigns in the modern era. In fact, it represented 
the start of the rising importance of the image in the mass politics of the 
twentieth century that was not limited to governmental organisations 
and political parties, but realised by international organisations of a new 
kind. 

 Nevertheless, it was the events of 1923 in Weimar Germany which 
eventually altered the entire raison d’être of the  Arbeiterhilfe  as it aban-
doned its focus on Soviet Russia and instead endorsed a form of workers’ 
international solidarity that was instead directed towards the workers of 
Germany.   
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   Up until the late summer of 1923, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had articulated an 
international solidarity which incorporated Soviet Russia as one the 
most central focal points and recipients of the expressed international 
solidarity in Europe and the world. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s change in direc-
tion in 1923 saw in effect a return to a form of classic working-class soli-
darity, as the aim of international solidarity was no longer the saving or 
building of a socialist republic but the supporting of the German workers 
who had been thrown into an even deeper social despair due to Weimar 
Germany’s imminent economic, political and social collapse. This was 
the beginning of a vast international solidarity campaign organised to 
combat “Hunger in Germany.” 

 It was time for the Russian ‘brothers’ to show their solidarity in 
return to the German workers. In this sense, the German crisis provided 
the opportunity to elevate the honour of international solidarity and 
its principle of reciprocity.  1   This chapter will therefore challenge the 
previous research that has explicitly stated that the international soli-
darity of the radical Left had already during the early 1920s turned 
into a Soviet-centred loyalty. The events of 1923 strongly refute this 
established ‘linear’ progression from international solidarity to loyalty 
towards the Soviet Union. 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign for Germany involved two stages: firstly, 
it concerned the transportation of ‘red grain’ to the Ruhr, Saxony and 
Thuringia, areas which were both crucial for and heavily involved in 
the planned German October Revolution of 1923; the second stage was 
connected to a general hunger relief campaign in Germany, launched 
in late October 1923. The history of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s activities during 
the second half of 1923 has not been properly included in the previous 

     4 
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research on the German social disorder of 1923, nor the research on the 
German Communist Party’s (KPD) final attempt to organise revolution in 
Germany.  

  Save the starving of Germany! 

  Solidarity justified? Defining the German misery 

 “Hunger, hunger everywhere”, Käthe Kollwitz noted in her diary in 
November 1923.  2   Indeed, citing Gerald D. Feldman’s standard work on 
German inflation, the period of hyperinflation experienced in 1922–
1923 was “the most spectacular of its kind ever to hit an advanced 
industrial society with a market economy”.  3   In addition to the hyper-
inflation, the cities of the Weimar Republic experienced constant short-
ages of affordable food, fuel and housing. The lack of food was not, 
however, due to a harvest failure in Germany. The German Minister of 
Agriculture and Food, Hans Luther, concluded for example that the 1923 
German harvest was satisfactory.  4   The fact that Germany experienced a 
good harvest in summer 1923 has recently been used to assert that the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s “German campaign was not, in fact, about famine relief 
at all”, implying the purely propagandist character of the campaign. 
However, as I will show, almost no one, and least of all Münzenberg, 
claimed that the German hunger crisis was caused by a failed harvest.  5   

 Rhetorically, Münzenberg asked in December 1923 at the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
“Hunger in Germany” congress in Berlin whether there had been a crop 
failure in Germany, when a substantial portion of the population was 
starving? According to Münzenberg, this was definitely not the case. 
Münzenberg could do nothing but concur with the blunt statement by 
the German Conservative Party (DNVP) member of the  Reichstag , Graf 
von Westarp, who had recently declared in the German  Reichstag  that 
“the Germans were starving in front of full warehouses” (Die Deutschen 
verhungern vor gefüllten Scheunen).  6     

 The social chaos and escalating hunger crisis in Germany undoubtedly 
justified relief work to the starving. According to Feldman’s recent assess-
ment, the seriousness of the food shortage in Germany was, “recognised 
by anyone with a sense of reality on the Right or the Left”. At the end 
of July, German authorities had even been in contact with the  American 
Relief Administration  (ARA) regarding possible assistance to Germany as it 
was estimated that there was a risk of a severe hunger crisis in the Ruhr 
area if foreign aid was not provided.  7   However, according to Hoover 
there was plenty of food in Germany, and the only problem was that the 
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people controlling the foodstuffs were unwilling to sell it at prices the 
German poor could afford.  8   

 Recent research has strongly demonstrated that the poor, who were 
dependent on welfare benefits in Weimar Germany, most likely suffered 
“catastrophic hardship caused by the erosion of the real value of bene-
fits” during the hyperinflation of 1923.  9   As an example of the social 
crisis, the British consul in Cologne, amongst others, reported in late 
October that the looting of shops and vehicles containing foodstuffs was 
occurring daily. The poor of the cities were also making daily trips to the 
countryside in search of food, sometimes plundering fields and farms. 
There were reports from the Ruhr area of hordes of people starving and 
wandering about.  10   

 Only with the benefit of hindsight is it possible to map out the road 
to Germany’s ‘relative stabilisation’ that was begun in 1924. In the hour 
of crisis, this road could not have been apparent to many. Thereby, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  and Münzenberg’s activities during the German crisis of 
1923 offer a unique basis for analysing both the social situation as it was 
played out and the remedies that were offered by the radical Left.  

  ‘Red grain’ to the Ruhr area, Saxony and Thuringia 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign for Germany was directly connected with the 
crisis that broke out on 9 January 1923 when French and Belgian troops 
occupied the Ruhr area due to Germany’s inability to pay war reparations 
in accordance with the demands set out in the 1919 Versailles Treaty. 
This occupation was met with united national indignation in Germany 
and led to the declaration of the Ruhr population’s ‘passive resistance’ 
on 11 January. This passive resistance lasted until 26 September. The 
Right-wing Cabinet headed by Wilhelm Cuno collapsed on 12 August 
and was replaced by a ‘grand coalition’ of the  Social Democratic Party  
(SPD), the  German Democratic Party  (DDP), the Centre and the  German 
People’s Party  (DVP) under the DVP’s Gustav Stresemann.  11   

 Although Germany was hit by waves of massive strikes, demonstra-
tions and political turmoil throughout the spring and summer, the KPD 
did not pursue any direct revolutionary politics. It was not until late 
August, after the fall of the highly unpopular Cuno Cabinet, that the 
communists started developing concrete plans for a German revolution. 
Finally, between 21 and 23 September 1923, the Russian  Communist Party  
(RCP (B)) approved the Comintern’s plans for the immediate prepara-
tion for a revolution in Germany, later dubbed the still-born German 
October Revolution.  12   
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 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign for Germany is most often only connected 
with the revolutionary plans. But well before the planning of the revolu-
tion, the ship  Arcos  arrived in Bremen in April 1923 with the first shipment 
of grain from the Russian trade unions.  13   This shipment was accompa-
nied by a Soviet delegation whose official purpose was to accompany 
the grain to the workers in the Ruhr area.  14   In  Inprekorr  it was announced 
that the Russian trade unions had selected the  Arbeiterhilfe  as its inter-
mediary for symbolic reasons. It was argued that as the  Arbeiterhilfe  
had organised the sending of provisions from the German workers to 
Soviet Russia in 1921, now the Soviets had the opportunity to show 
their international solidarity in return to the Ruhr workers through the 
same organisation. The  Arbeiterhilfe  noted that within bourgeois circles 
such actions would be understood as acts of charity. However, when it 
came to “workers’ relief” this was not only based on the compassion felt 
towards their suffering brothers, but was distinguished by their mutual 
solidarity.  15   

 The German police reported with dismay that when the Soviet delega-
tion arrived it had utilised their stay to agitate for communism.  16   One 
of the members of the delegation proclaimed when delivering the grain 
that this was not merely an act of philanthropy (Wohltätigkeit), but 
constituted an effort to encourage the international proletariat to rise up 
against its oppressors.  17   The delegation had first headed to Berlin where 
they had been spotted in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s offices. One of the delegates, 
Alexej Trofimov, had proclaimed during a meeting in Berlin that the ship-
ments of grain had provided an opportunity for the Soviet “comrades” 
to prove their international solidarity in practice (“ihre internationale 
Solidarität durch die Tat zu beweisen”).  18   With concern the government 
reported from the Ruhr area that the local KPD had used the distribu-
tion of the Soviet Union’s donation as the basis for a huge propaganda 
campaign.  19   However, French troops occupying the area had at least 
partially confiscated the grain when it had arrived in Essen as they had 
suspected the propagandist mission of the consignment.  20   

 In response to the shipment, a Cabinet meeting was held at the Reich 
Chancellery in Berlin on 6 June to discuss methods of preventing the use 
of future Soviet grain shipments as communist propaganda in Germany. 
It was concluded that the actual philanthropic deed had been welcomed 
as a noble action by the workers but, from the government’s perspective, 
the only motive behind the grain shipment had been the determination 
to agitate for “Bolshevism”.  21   

 On 9 August, the German authorities noted a rumour stating that 
the Soviet government intended to send additional shipments directed 
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mostly towards the workers of Berlin. According to one source, ship-
ments of Soviet grain were already at the German borders, awaiting 
orders on where they were to be sent. Here the concerns of the German 
authorities were strikingly similar to the ones expressed in Soviet Russia 
in 1921, where imported grain threatened to bring down the very polit-
ical order of the country. The Soviets had clearly learned a good lesson 
from the activities of the ARA in Soviet Russia.  22   

 The obviously intended aims of the shipments with red grain were, 
according to the German authorities, the re-establishment of Soviet pres-
tige and to encourage support for the Comintern’s efforts in bringing the 
revolution to Germany.  23   It was not, however, until 13 September that the 
Central Committee (CC) of the RCP (B) decided to organise significant 
grain shipments to Germany. All together 4,095 tonnes (zehn Millionen 
Pud) of wheat and corn were to be sent to Germany.  24   This time, the 
grain shipments were to be sent directly to the new “workers’ govern-
ments” in Saxony and Thuringia in Central Germany which were envi-
sioned as being the main theatre of the forthcoming German October 
Revolution. According to the Saxon Minister of Finance, Paul Böttcher, 
also a KPD member, the Saxon government had been unable to finance 
the provisioning of 700,000 unemployed and pensioners. Officially, it 
was declared that the Saxon government had therefore turned to the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  because it had offered a large donation of grain.  25   Behind the 
scenes, everything concerning the Soviet grain shipments had, however, 
already been decided. Münzenberg travelled to Dresden, the capital of 
Saxony, on Monday 15 October, where the KPD had recently established 
its revolutionary centre.  26   During a meeting of the central leadership of 
the KPD (engeren Leitung) held on 16 October, Münzenberg was made 
responsible for the transportation of grain and flour to Saxony.  27   

 To Zinoviev, Münzenberg reported on 20 October that he would 
provide the Saxon government with 2,500 tonnes (50,000  Zentner ) of 
flour.  28   In collaboration with Fritz Heckert of the KPD, who at the time 
was the Saxon Minister of Trade and Industry ( Wirtaschaftsminister ),  29   
it was decided to donate the grain to the cooperative mills in Saxony 
from where the ready-made flour would then be sent to the cooperative 
bakeries who would then supply the cooperatives with bread for distri-
bution. The  Arbeiterhilfe  reported that the first 80,000 loaves of bread 
had been distributed in Saxony between 25 and 27 October.  30    

  New articulations of international solidarity 

 The local population was made aware of the campaign through an 
extensive distribution of leaflets and posters. According to Münzenberg, 
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especially in Saxony the campaign had attracted a significant amount 
of attention and the local workers had gathered around the posters in 
the factories and on the streets and almost every newspaper had written 
about the campaign.  31   

 Münzenberg was the one who developed the actual plan for the ‘grain 
propaganda’ on 20 October. As a first step, 30,000 posters were printed. 
Another poster was also planned which was supposed to convey the differ-
ence between the national “owning” class and the international working 
class in relation to the bread distribution. It was also planned that a 
leaflet conveying international solidarity in general was to be printed and 
handed out at the bread distribution locations. Finally, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
planned to organise meetings in conjunction with the bread distribution 
to the unemployed and to the workers, so that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s repre-
sentatives could speak of the importance of the international.  32   

 In the first leaflet the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of international solidarity 
is clearly distinguished from the so-called international solidarity of the 
bourgeois. The capitalists of all countries were portrayed as brothers in 
their common struggle against both the German revolution and the 
German communist movement. On the leaflet, two trains, one belonging 
to the bourgeois, and the other to the workers of the world, illustrated 
the wildly differing interpretations of international solidarity. According 
to the leaflet, the workers of the world had to realise that the bourgeois 
wanted the German workers to starve and that their so-called interna-
tional solidarity did not result in food shipments, but in shipments of 
munitions and weapons to be used against them. The bourgeois were 
further identified as being national socialists, or their sympathisers, 
as the train carriages in the leaflet are decorated with swastikas. By 
contrast, the  Arbeiterhilfe  declared to the German workers: “Do not be 
disheartened, but double the energy of your struggle, continue with fists 
of iron and with daring determination”, the leaflet proclaimed. “We, the 
workers of the world, are determined to assist the German workers in 
their struggle, to send bread and provisions”, the  Arbeiterhilfe  promised. 
Hence, the train portraying the international solidarity of the workers 
was filled with the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s grain, moving even more rapidly 
towards the workers in despair. “We will help your suffering women and 
children”, the  Arbeiterhilfe  guaranteed.  33   More explicitly, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
tried to convince the workers of the disintegration of national solidarity, 
while it tried to portray the supremacy of international solidarity. 

 The illustration in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s second leaflet elaborated on the 
dangerous state of the solitary worker. In this image, the powerless, 
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fatigued worker stood alone, stumbling, ready to give up, waiting 
for the heavy-set and well-dressed capitalist to deliver his final blow. 
The  Arbeiterhilfe  explained the catastrophic situation of the worker: 
You have no bread, and the capitalists are buying up all the supplies. 
Furthermore, a great number of working-class comrades were unem-
ployed and without food, while the unemployed, the women and the 
workers’ children were starving. The  Arbeiterhilfe  concluded: he who 
hungers is powerless, and he who is powerless cannot fight. At least this 
was what the capitalists were counting on, the  Arbeiterhilfe  exclaimed. 
The  Arbeiterhilfe  then emphasised that working-class comrades in Russia, 
France, Czechoslovakia, Switzerland, the Netherlands and many other 
countries were not willing to let the workers of Germany suffer any 
longer. Comfortingly, the  Arbeiterhilfe  assured them that the first ship-
ments of provisions that would end their hunger were already on their 
way. As in 1921, the workers of the world would not turn their backs but 
were prepared to put their international solidarity into action. Now, once 
again, it was through the  Arbeiterhilfe  that this international solidarity 
was to be awakened. In conclusion, this leaflet proudly proclaimed that 
the international community of the workers was effectively taking the 
“hunger-bat” away from the capitalist, through its active assistance of 
the hungry. Most significantly, the workers were not urged to be either 
loyal or united in their solidarity with the Soviet Union, but rather to 
trust in the international solidarity of the workers of the world in the 
form of a classic workers’ solidarity.  34        

 It is difficult to determine how the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s leaflets and posters 
were received by the workers, although a report from Thuringia indi-
cated that there were several conflicts during the distribution of bread 
to the local workers. The authorities had decided to intervene after they 
had inspected the leaflets which the  Arbeiterhilfe  had distributed along 
with the bread. The military officials decided that the tone in the leaflets 
had the aim of agitating the workers and the fact that the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was proclaiming that it was only the international community of 
workers that was actually assisting the starving did not go down too 
well either.  35   The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s leaflets were consequently confiscated 
and were considered by the military command in Thuringia to be very 
dangerous. The military leadership was indeed concerned about the 
effect of these leaflets as they concluded that they could even threaten 
the very “peace and order” in Germany, as the propaganda was being 
spread under the guise of assistance.  36    
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 Figure 4.1      Leaflet by the  Arbeiterhilfe : “Worker, Hunger is Crushing Your Struggle” 
(1923)  

Source: Deutsches Historisches Museum.
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  Aborting the German revolution 

 Although the KPD managed, in line with the plan, to initially form 
workers’ governments with the SPD in Saxony and Thuringia, their 
efforts to mobilise the wider German masses failed miserably. An isolated 
bid for power in Hamburg was begun by the KPD but, by 24 October, the 
German police and military had completely crushed the armed uprising 
which had not found any popular support in Hamburg or Germany. 
Despite this setback, the Comintern initially continued to believe in the 
potential of the revolutionary situation in Germany. However, the KPD 
completely lost its base in Saxony when the  Reichswehr  marched into the 
major cities on 22 October. That same day, the CC of the KPD moved 
back to Berlin from Dresden in order to avoid being arrested.  37   

 Münzenberg was present during the meeting of the leadership of the 
KPD’s  Small Central  that was held in Berlin on 24 October. It was decided 
that the KPD would not call either for a general strike or for the “final 
struggle” in Germany, as previously planned. By a majority of nine votes 
to two, it was decided to immediately halt the revolutionary struggle.  38   

 On 26 October, a state of emergency was declared throughout the 
Weimar Republic; and, by the beginning of November, it was finally 
acknowledged in Moscow that the revolutionary situation in Germany 
had been completely over-estimated.  39   After the KPD’s still-born October 
Revolution and Hitler’s own unsuccessful bid for power in Munich on 
9 November, the KPD, the National Socialist German Workers’ Party 
(NSDAP) and the  Deutschvölkische Freiheitspartei  (The German Völkisch 
Freedom Party) were all banned by the German head of the Army 
Command, General Hans von Seeckt (1866–1936), on 23 November 
1923.  40   

 According to Münzenberg’s calculations, the Soviet Union had so 
far provided the  Arbeiterhilfe  with 13,000 tonnes of grain. However, in 
response to the failed German revolution, the Soviet government had, 
according to Münzenberg, sent a decree preventing any further distribu-
tion of the grain in Germany. The decree was probably issued in early 
November and therefore the  Arbeiterhilfe  was not given enough time to 
distribute all the grain it had received. Münzenberg reported later in 
Moscow to the CC of the RCP (B) that by the end of December 1923, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  had delivered 2,000  41   tonnes of grain to Saxony and 
600  42   tonnes to Thuringia. Of the remaining grain in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
possession, 3,000  43   tonnes were being stored in warehouses in Dresden, 
and 7,000 tonnes had been transported to the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s localities in 
Berlin where it had been turned over to the Soviet trade delegation.  44   
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 The first part of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign for Germany was thereby 
concluded. As Münzenberg stated at a closed meeting for communists 
in December 1923, the German relief campaign had originated at a 
time when it was still believed that the communist-socialist regimes 
in Saxony and Thuringia were on the verge of taking power over the 
whole of Germany. Then, the most urgent question had been to secure 
the food supply of the revolutionary Central Germany. However, due 
to the course of events in Germany, the revolutionary potential had 
vanished and the KPD had been crushed. As this became apparent, 
Münzenberg continued, the whole action had to be reconsidered. But 
in what follows, it seems that Münzenberg’s witnessing of the esca-
lating social crisis motivated his call to organise a rapid hunger relief 
in Germany.  45     

  International solidarity against hunger in Germany 

  The origins of the campaign 

 On 14 October, Münzenberg wrote to Zinoviev about the desperate plight 
of the workers in Germany. Münzenberg must have witnessed a clear 
worsening of the hunger crisis in Germany as he declared to Zinoviev 
that the general level of destitution amongst the local workers was inde-
scribable. (Die allgemeine Notlage bei den hiesigen Arbeitern is unbe-
schreiblich). In his letter, Münzenberg told Zinoviev that several foreign 
philanthropist organisations had started organising relief campaigns for 
the destitute in Germany. Münzenberg expressed his strong support for 
a plan forwarded by the “Russian women and Party” to assist German 
women and children. Münzenberg urged the Comintern to commence 
its practical assistance as soon as possible and stated that the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was prepared to help with technical and organisational measures, to 
open orphanages, launch soup kitchens and to organise the distribution 
of bread in cooperation with the KPD and its Women’s Section. As a first 
step in a new international campaign, Münzenberg had already sent a 
telegram  to Edo Fimmen in Amsterdam, asking him whether he would 
be willing to support the campaign.  46   

 Münzenberg acted quickly and the press was notified on 17 October 
that the Executive Committee of the  Arbeiterhilfe  had decided to launch 
a vast relief action for the suffering German workers’ children, women, 
unemployed workers and the elderly.  47   However, this was in fact long 
before the Executive Committee of the Communist International (ECCI) 
had officially given the new campaign its blessing. 
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 Münzenberg wrote another letter to Zinoviev on 24 October, the 
very same day that the KPD had decided to postpone its revolutionary 
offensive. Münzenberg expressed his conviction that if a substantial 
campaign for Germany was immediately initiated in America, Argentina, 
Scandinavia, the Netherlands, Switzerland and France, the material and 
moral results would certainly be significant. According to Münzenberg, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  had already done everything in its power to successfully 
start the German campaign. Münzenberg vividly described to Zinoviev 
the catastrophic conditions of the workers in the industrial areas. The 
workers had no money to buy food and, even if they did have money, 
there was often no food to buy. It appears that the initiative was clearly in 
Münzenberg’s hands, although he assured Zinoviev that he would regu-
larly send reports and clippings from newspapers so that the Comintern 
leadership could keep themselves up-to-date with the achievements of 
the campaign.  48   

 In Moscow, it was not until 26 October that the Presidium of the 
ECCI decided to grant the  Arbeiterhilfe  permission to carry out and 
expand its relief campaign in Germany.  49   Münzenberg reported on 
28 October the successful launch of the campaign to Piatnitzki. “In all 
countries,” Münzenberg boasted, committees working to alleviate the 
hunger crisis in Germany had been established, and the  Arbeiterhilfe  
had already received donations from Britain, Czechoslovakia, France, 
Netherlands and Switzerland.  50   However, according to Münzenberg, by 
the end of October, the Comintern had still not provided the  Arbeiterhilfe  
with any funds for the campaign. Münzenberg consequently threat-
ened both Piatnitzki and Zinoviev that if funds were not immediately 
sent to Berlin, he would end the campaign on 1 November.  51   It was not 
until 10 November that the Presidium of the ECCI finally confirmed its 
decision, whereby it also limited the campaign to a duration of three 
months. However, on 19 February 1924, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s mandate for 
the German relief campaign was extended by a further three months.  52    

  Classic working-class solidarity 

 While the Comintern was ensnared in its own bureaucracy, 
Münzenberg was quietly confident that his plans would eventually be 
approved. There was simply no time to wait. On the same day that the 
Comintern decided in favour of the campaign in Moscow, 26 October, 
Münzenberg powerfully launched the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  international soli-
darity campaign for Germany in the form of a new bulletin entitled 
 Hunger in Deutschland. Bulletin der Internationalen Arbeiterhilfe (Hunger in 
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Germany, the Internationale Arbeiterhilfe’s Bulletin) . On the front page of 
its first issue, published on 26 October 1923, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s appeal 
“An die Werktätigen der ganzen Welt! (To the working masses of the 
whole world!)” dramatically called for the international solidarity of the 
workers of the world. A devastating picture of the future of the German 
workers was produced, emphasising the uncertainty of the situation. 
No one knew what the consequences of the hunger crisis would be. 
Worryingly, it was suggested that the German crisis could even become 
worse than the famine of 1921 in Soviet Russia. However, already during 
this first appeal it was pointed out that, although the outcome might be 
similar, the reasons for the crisis were completely different. In Germany 
the hunger crisis was declared by the  Arbeiterhilfe  to be a product of both 
the “bankruptcy of the German capitalist leadership” and the collapse 
of the bourgeois economy.  53   

 The element of reciprocity was evident already in its first appeal: “The 
Russian proletariat had already weeks ago started to pay back double 
the amount of aid that it had received in 1921”. But the Soviet Union 
was only one of the many actors involved on the solidarity front. The 
workers of America, Australia and Europe were also urged to organise 
rapid aid to the workers of Germany. The Soviet shipments of grain 
to Germany were declared to be only the first steps of the campaign, 
the rest was to come from the workers of the world.  54   From the very 
outset, this workers’ international solidarity was justified by its prac-
tical assistance, and Münzenberg urged the setting up of committees in 
all countries which would start fundraising for the starving Germans. 
Münzenberg stressed the importance of “the feeling that the German 
working class did not stand alone in its struggle, but was supported by 
the workers of all countries”. This feeling would, he assured, “infuse the 
German working class with new courage”.  55   

 The hunger crisis also gave the opportunity to criticise the SPD’s 
actions as a part of the German government. One of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
supporters, Dr. Leo Klauber, expressed an especially harsh criticism of 
the social democrat Otto Wels. In Klauber’s opinion, Wels had sneered 
arrogantly at the “cannibalistic Hunger-Russia” up until the end of 1922, 
but was now forced to confess the failure of his own policies.  56   To illus-
trate how catastrophically the German government and the SPD had 
failed since it had formed the ‘grand coalition’ in mid-August 1923, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  used its  Bulletin  to spread extensive news of the social chaos 
and the many human tragedies. In its first  Bulletin  a tragic story was 
reported to awaken emotionally charged expressions of solidarity. Citing 
an article from the bourgeois newspaper, the  Berliner Zeitung (The Berlin 
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Newspaper) , the  Arbeiterhilfe  reported a story about a group of workers’ 
children who had headed from Berlin to a nearby village to look for 
potatoes. As the children were digging in a field, the police had turned 
up. In an alleged effort to disperse the children, the police opened fire. 
According to the  Arbeiterhilfe , a 13-year-old boy from Neukölln, the 
son of a war widow, fell to the ground screaming “Mutter (Mother)!” 
He had been shot right through the heart, the  Arbeiterhilfe  reported. 
A 14-year old girl who had been with the boy had also been shot in the 
chest. She survived, but was in hospital in a critical state. Now children, 
driven by hunger and looking for potatoes, had been mown down. The 
 Arbeiterhilfe  called out: “Workers of the world intercede, help!”, urging 
them to awaken their solidarity for the German workers.  57   

 In an  Arbeiterhilfe  poster from the latter part of October 1923, the 
Russian famine was not compared as such to the hunger crisis in 
Germany, but instead the feeling amongst the workers was compared:  58    

  Once again, as in 1921 […], the feeling of solidarity flares up power-
fully in millions of workers’ hearts, and millions of workers’ hands 
collect and toil to help you German workers.  59     

 Solidarity was not some cold slogan. No, it was depicted as being a 
burning flame within the hearts of the workers. Just as in 1921, the 
people in despair were not to be left to their callous fate: “Do not 
despair! Do not collapse in your poverty and need! Millions of working 
class women and men of all countries are at work, to aid you!” It was 
guaranteed that these were not just empty promises but actions that 
were already being realised.  60   In conclusion it was declared in a spirit of 
classic Marxist working-class solidarity:

  Rest assured that you are not alone, but that the working class all over 
the world is with you and is ready to support you with all its might 
and means. Long live the solidarity of the workers of all countries!  61     

 These documents show that although the red grain from Russia was an 
important element at the beginning of its campaign, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
expressions of solidarity cannot be regarded as being particularly Soviet-
centred. Soviet Russia was only one amongst many nations in this inter-
national solidarity that was allegedly being awakened all around the 
world. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s close connections with the Comintern could 
not, however, have been missed by anyone reading the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
 Bulletin . On the front page of the  Bulletin  published on 13 November, 
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a personal message from the President of the Comintern, Grigory 
Zinoviev, was printed. Zinoviev declared that, at this moment in time, 
one could not find a more serious duty for a worker with an interna-
tional mindset than to deliver assistance to the starving and fighting 
workers of Germany and their children. “May every worker hear and 
follow this appeal!”, the  Arbeiterhilfe  added.  62   

 As in 1921, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s appeal for help was signed by a signifi-
cant number of well-known people in the form of ‘political solidarity’. 
They included amongst others the Nobel prize winners Romain Rolland 
(1915), Albert Einstein (1921) and Anatole France (1921).  63   In addi-
tion, the Extended CC of the  Arbeiterhilfe  included a number of other 
prominent figures and socialist politicians, including Martin Andersen 
Nexø, Henri Barbusse, Edo Fimmen, Maxim Gorky, George Grosz, Olga 
Kameneva, Käthe Kollwitz, Franz Oppenheimer, Bernhard Shaw and 
Ernst Toller.  64   

 One of Münzenberg’s greatest successes in the German campaign 
was having once again attracted the support of Käthe Kollwitz, who 
submitted several lithographs illustrating the social misery in Germany. 
One of her most famous lithographs was used as a poster and published 
on the cover of the booklet  Hunger in Deutschland.  Just as the  Arbeiterhilfe  
in 1921 had published the booklet  Helft! Russland in Not!  which had 
included contributions by prominent figures as well as artwork by 
Kollwitz and Georg Grosz, the  Arbeiterhilfe  managed to repeat its success 
in 1923. The booklet  Hunger in Deutschland  included contributions by 
such people as Mathilde Wurm (SPD), Heinrich Mann, Alfons Paquet, 
Arthur Holitscher and Münzenberg.  65     

  Solidarity in times of reaction 

  The “Hunger in Germany” Congress, 1923 

 The highpoint of the German campaign was the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s interna-
tional  “Hunger In Germany”  congress organised in the large congress hall 
of the Herrenhaus (the former House of Lords) in Berlin on 9 December 
1923.  66   In total, a report to the Comintern revealed, the congress was 
attended by 500 guests and delegates. The congress also attracted 
representatives from Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Yugoslavia, France, 
Belgium, Austria, Italy, the Netherlands, Russia, Czechoslovakia, Britain, 
Switzerland, Spain, Poland and Canada.  67   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  had even invited the German Minister of the Interior 
and had encouraged the government to send a delegation to the 
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congress.  68   Boldly, even General von Seeckt (Commander-in-Chief of the 
Army) had been sent a personal invitation to the congress.  69   In response, 
an urgent meeting of the ministries and of the Red Cross was to be held 
on 3 December. The Red Cross pointed out that it had always managed 
to take care of all necessary relief activities in Germany and was thus 
sceptical towards the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s initiative. All of those present agreed 
that the clippings from the communist press clearly showed that the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  had close links to the communist movement, although this 
connection had not been evident during its relief activities in Berlin. 
From the many soup kitchens in Berlin, it had only been reported from 
one that food had been provided to members of the banned KPD.  70   

 The crisis had brought together a broad united front against the 
hunger. As proof of this, the social democratic Municipal Councillor 
Hinze greeted on behalf of the city of Berlin the  Arbeiterhilfe  at the 
opening of the congress, and officially recognised the practical relief 
work it was providing in Berlin.  71   In a report to Moscow, the atmos-
phere at the congress was characterised as having been excellent. Even 
the bourgeois present at the congress had maintained a very animated 
mood throughout.  72   The Presidium of the congress also included 
socialist and communists such as Mathilde Wurm, Helene Stöcker, Edo 
Fimmen (Amsterdam), Helen Crawfurd (Britain), Ture Nerman (Sweden), 
Münzenberg and Voldemar Aussem (Soviet Union).  73   

 The principal speech of the congress was given by Münzenberg that 
focused on both the reasons, magnitude and progress of the hunger 
campaign in Germany. Münzenberg stated that he personally believed 
that a real solution to the crisis could only be achieved through a reor-
ganisation of the German economy in conjunction with a reorganisa-
tion of the European and world’s financial systems.  74   Münzenberg had a 
clear plan of action ready:

  We believe that the German state must regard it as its foremost task 
to provide the threatened German people with clothes, food and a 
dwelling and that all other tasks, whatever they may be, must take 
second place to this task. We believe that even the question of the 
replenishment of the German Armed Forces must be postponed in 
favour of providing the starving workers with bread. (Rapturous 
applause!) Our view is that even our three battleships which lie today 
at the mouth of the Elbe should temporarily stop being heated with 
coal and their coal be placed at the disposal of the food kitchens for 
the unemployed in Hamburg. (Rapturous applause!) Our view is that 
everything must be done in order to fulfil this elementary duty that 
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every country has towards its national comrades (Volksgenossen), in 
order to put an end at last to this starvation and death.  75     

 Curiously, Münzenberg argued for stronger national solidarity in 
Germany to save the hungering. As shown in Chapter 5, Münzenberg’s 
underlying reasoning was that the goal in Germany at this point was not 
to revolutionise the workers anymore, but to save the radical workers 
from looming total destruction. 

 Edo Fimmen was one of the prominent socialists also present during 
the congress in Berlin. Fimmen’s speech was noted in a secret report 
written by the  Arbeiterhilfe  after the congress as being almost too far to 
the Left and too politically tainted.  76   The speech is a highly relevant 
analysis of the state of international solidarity in 1923 which has not 
been acknowledged in the previous research. Although he was at the 
time the head of the International Transport Workers’ Federation (ITF), 
he was not an official representative of the trade union movement at 
the congress. He introduced himself as a member of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
CC. Fimmen had earlier in 1923 resigned from his post as the General 
Secretary of the International Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU) due to 
a political scandal caused by Fimmen’s negotiations with the Profintern 
in Berlin to form a united front.  77   At the Berlin congress, he spoke of the 
importance of the workers’ international solidarity but he concluded 
with regret that in early December 1923 there was no powerful feeling 
of international solidarity towards the German workers. Some efforts 
had been made by the international trade union federation to send 
funds to German unions so that they could continue their activities, but 
there was no sign of any international relief initiative from the inter-
national unions for the German workers. Were, then, the feelings of 
international solidarity weaker for the German workers compared to the 
Russians in 1921? According to Fimmen, this was absolutely not the 
case. In his opinion, the reason was to be found in the then current 
general economic trends. Between the years 1919–1921 the economic 
restructuring of post-war Europe was still characterised by prosperity. 
However, in 1923 the conditions in Europe were described by Fimmen 
as being a severe time of reaction, symbolised by the rise of fascism in 
various parts of Europe.  78   

 Fimmen, who in 1921 had been very sceptical of Münzenberg’s 
workers’ relief, now defended the  Arbeiterhilfe  that in his mind all to 
often was described as being a tool of Moscow. It was therefore thought 
to be a good deed not to support the  Arbeiterhilfe . As a consequence, 
however, the German workers were also left without assistance, as the 
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non-socialist philanthropic organisations did not have quite the same 
ability to reach the workers as the  Arbeiterhilfe  did.  79   

 According to some theories, Fimmen further elaborated, hunger would 
have a revolutionary effect on the working class, but this would only be 
true during its initial phases. Once a certain line had been passed, a 
counter-revolutionary outcome would be the result. A  Lumpenproletariat  
(proletarian outcasts) might perhaps be willing and able to plunder and 
pillage, but it was not a revolutionary power. Therefore, irrespective of 
whether one was on the Right or the Left of the socialist camp, the 
fight for the German workers should be understood as the struggle of 
all workers both in Germany and around the world. Fimmen’s speech 
received several minutes of long thunderous applause.  80    

  Solidarity and propaganda from the government’s perspective 

 Two days after the congress, on 11 December 1923, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
held a closed meeting, open only to the communist delegates of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s international and national sections. In this purely commu-
nist forum, Münzenberg could justify the campaign in purely commu-
nist terms. In this context he explained that the current campaign 
for Germany was absolutely and emphatically a political campaign.  81   
Münzenberg was a master at using the right language in different 
forums. Just as convincing as he had been at the  Hunger in Germany  
congress, he could talk with that same conviction as a communist 
amongst other communists. It must be remembered that several voices 
within the KPD and the Comintern did not understand the purpose 
of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s German campaign and would rather have seen the 
organisation dissolved sooner rather than later. Münzenberg was acutely 
aware of this, and he always emphasised very strongly and very clearly 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  revolutionary importance within communist circles. 

 To the communists, Münzenberg explained that they had made 
an effort at the congress to strengthen the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s position in 
Germany by “camouflaging” its connections with the communists and 
by having invited Right-wing socialists and representatives from the 
German authorities to its congress. Only 10–15 percent of the partici-
pants had been communist delegates, whereas the rest had been social 
democrats and others. Münzenberg argued that the congress had been a 
great experiment and he had allegedly gone to the congress “trembling 
with fear”. They, the communists, had been very limited in number, 
but in the end even several of the social democrats had remarked 
that Münzenberg had spoken ingeniously. It was very convenient for 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  to attract the support of social democrats, although 
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Münzenberg did acknowledge the tactic’s innate danger, as it could lead 
to the communists losing control over the organisation. While this was 
not a danger at the international level, this was a major concern at the 
local and regional levels. Moreover, Münzenberg confessed that he did 
not have complete freedom of action as, for example, the day before the 
congress he had been forced to make a deal with the  Reichsministerium  
(Reich Ministry) that he would not use the term ‘communism’ in his 
speeches. Not even in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  publications could they use the 
term ‘communism’ but, as Münzenberg noted, this would not prevent 
them from conveying their message.  82   

 The only time period when the  Arbeiterhilfe  can be said to have tried 
to deliver communism in disguise, was between November 1923 and 
March 1924 during the state of emergency. Both before and after this 
time period, it was not a problem for the  Arbeiterhilfe  to articulate a 
radical message of international solidarity that supported the cause of 
the KPD and Soviet Russia. As shown, the reasons for this turn was clearly 
motivated by necessity, and not so much by a subversive preconceived 
plan. If the  Arbeiterhilfe  or Münzenberg openly spoke for communism, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  would have been banned.  83   

 For Münzenberg, ensuring that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was not banned was 
of the utmost importance as its campaign and relief work was not some-
thing that could be carried out illegally. Münzenberg revealed in his 
secret speech on 11 December that a ban had been closer than ever in 
early December when military representatives of the KPD had transported 
weapons under the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  name. The consignment had been 
discovered by the police, and it was only through undisclosed “personal 
connections” with the German government that an immediate ban on 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  had been avoided, Münzenberg revealed.  84   

 Disturbingly indifferent of the consequences for the people relying on 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s hunger relief, the KPD started utilising the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
central office at 11 Unter den Linden in Berlin for party work. As long 
as the KPD was careful in its usage of the Arbeiterhilfe’s organisation for 
party work, the Arbeiterhilfe’s position as a legal organisation was not 
jepordised. However since the KPD’s ban, several incidents had occurred. 
 For example, the surprise at the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s office had been total when 
suddenly 30–40 women had turned up asking about a KPD meeting. The 
surprise had been no less when on the same day a delivery direct from 
the KPD’s press house at  Friedrichstadt Druckerei  had been delivered by 
hand-cart to the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s office for storage. Münzenberg observed 
accusatorily that this open delivery had certainly been observed by the 
police, thus jeopardising the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s future work.  85   
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 Clara Zetkin supported Münzenberg’s complaints and concurred in a 
report to Zinoviev that the KPD had utilised the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s bureaus 
and addresses in Berlin for subversive activities, including weapon trans-
ports, without any proper agreement with the  Arbeiterhilfe . The KPD’s 
activities had, according to Zetkin, been politically and conspiratorially 
idiotic and objectionable. Moreover, Zetkin emphasised to Zinoviev the 
importance of having a “neutral institution” such as the  Arbeiterhilfe  
during the current situation in Germany as the  Arbeiterhilfe  was the only 
organisation that could stay in touch with the masses. Zetkin was crystal 
clear: “We cannot compromise it”.  86   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s real troubles with the authorities had begun after 
the declaration of the state of emergency in Germany on 26 October 
1923. As a pre-emptive measure, sensitive documents were placed in 
a locker at the Friedrichstraße train station where they were thought 
to be secure. In an ironic twist of fate, the person who had secured the 
material in the locker had evidently been unaware of the fact that if 
the locker was not emptied within two months, it would be opened by 
the authorities. After two months, in late November or early December 
1923, someone working at the Friedrichstraße train station had – bliss-
fully unaware of the far-reaching consequences of his actions – opened 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s locker and discovered a cardboard box. After a short 
inspection, the box was immediately handed over to the political police 
(department I.A.) which suddenly found itself confronted by a pile of 
politically sensitive material on the  Arbeiterhilfe  dating from the middle 
of 1922 up until summer 1923.  87   

 A thorough investigation of the material was completed by the 
political police on 27 December 1923. A 16-page long report summa-
rised the contents of the seven folders of documents which had been 
obtained from the locker. The first folder had contained the minutes of 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s World congress held on 14 July 1923. The police report 
concluded that the minutes alone revealed everything one needed to 
know about the  Arbeiterhilfe , as one could read the “unmasked” speeches 
of Münzenberg. In summary, the political police were left with no doubt 
that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was integrally connected to the KPD, the Comintern 
and Soviet Russia.  88   

 However, as the  Reichswehrministerium  (German Ministry of War) stated 
on 2 January, while the obtained documents contained many interesting 
facts, much of the information was already old news.  89   Although the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  was undoubtedly part of the communist movement, this did 
not provide a final answer to the most fundamental question regarding 
the  Arbeiterhilfe , namely: was the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  political propaganda 
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more damaging than the benefits of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s practical relief 
work amongst the German poor? This dilemma would continue to 
haunt the German authorities for many years to come. 

 On 14 January 1924, the Police President of Berlin urged the military 
authorities to immediately call a governmental meeting to discuss the 
appropriate measures to be taken against the  Arbeiterhilfe . Amongst others 
the Police President had been alarmed as the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s  Brotmarken  
from Thuringia had a printed Soviet star decorated with the Hammer 
and Sickle, and the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s  Essmarken  (Food coupons) in Berlin 
had printed citations that showed that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was at least a 
 Klassenkampforganisation (Class struggle organisation).   90    Ten days later, 
on 24 January 1924, a secret meeting took place at the German Ministry of 
the Interior where the fate of the  Arbeiterhilfe  was discussed. Nearly every 
major governmental body was represented at this meeting, including the 
Ministry of the Interior, the State Councillor for the Supervision of Public 
Order and the  Staatskommissar für die Regelung der Kriegswohlfahrtspflege 
( State Councillor for the Regulation of Wartime Social Welfare) together 
with representatives from the  Reichswehrministerium  (Ministry of War), 
 Reichsarbeitsministerium  (Ministry of Labour),  Preußische Ministerium des 
Innern  (the Prussian Ministry of the Interior),  Preußisches Ministerium für 
Volkswohlfahrt  (the Prussian Ministry of Social Welfare) and a representa-
tive from police headquarters in Berlin.  91   

 The Ministry of War’s representative concluded that, if the mili-
tary authorities had known of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s intimate link to the 
Comintern at an earlier stage, then it would have been banned along 
with the other communist organisations on 23 November 1923.  92   
Now, although General Hans von Seeckt, the Commander-in-Chief 
of the Army and the acting leader of the Weimar Republic during the 
state of emergency had gained access to the new documents on the 
 Arbeiterhilfe , his representative pointed out that the  Arbeiterhilfe  had not 
focused on political agitation but on providing substantial amounts of 
food to people in need in Berlin, Saxony and Thuringia. Despite these 
relief efforts, the Prussian representatives stressed that the public had 
to be informed through the press of the “ Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  true character”. 
As a condition for the ban of the  Arbeiterhilfe , an immediate replace-
ment of its relief activities that currently provided for 15,000 people in 
Berlin, as well as further replacements for their other food-provisioning 
centres in Saxony and Thuringia were required. The Reich Commissar 
Kuenzer then produced a plan of action: An “Aufklärung in der Presse 
(press release)” exposing the true nature of the  Arbeiterhilfe  would first 
be published. Next, the Prussian Ministry for Social Welfare would see to 



Solidarity for Germany, 1923 97

it that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s soup kitchens were overtaken by other organi-
sations, after which “a ban of the entire”  Arbeiterhilfe  would follow.  93   
It was further concluded that:

  The dependence of the Internationale Arbeiterhilfe on Russia and the 
communist party must be made clear above all to the social demo-
crats as well, who […] actually believe that at least the German section 
of Internationale Arbeiterhilfe […] does not indulge in communist 
propaganda.  94     

 Apparently, no relief organisation was able to replace the  Arbeiterhilfe  
and, contrary to the demands of all those present at the meeting, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  was not banned in Germany. As General von Seeckt 
concluded in late February in a last assessment regarding the  Arbeiterhilfe  
“[…], I gained the impression that the political propaganda, even if it 
is unquestionably the actual purpose of the agency, at this time took 
second place to its charitable activity”.  95   In the end, it seems that it 
was the concrete hunger relief provided by the  Arbeiterhilfe  that actually 
saved it. 

 In conclusion, thanks to its German hunger campaign, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
had managed to transform its organisation from a solidarity organisation 
for Soviet Russia into a international organisation which corresponded 
more to the classic idea of Marxist working-class solidarity. It established 
the foundation for an ever expanding  Arbeiterhilfe  which in the coming 
years developed into a significant international organisation for tran-
snational solidarity that saw the entire world as its field of operation. 

 The following chapters consequently also depart from the chronolog-
ical approach, as the  Arbeiterhilfe  expanded into diverse fields of activity 
through its international solidarity work. The years between 1924–1933 
were a time of unprecedented expansion but were also a time of new 
challenges and a fierce battle over the meaning and understanding of 
international solidarity both within the communist movement and 
between the  Arbeiterhilfe  and the social democrats.   
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   Up until 1924, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had consisted of more or less largely 
uncoordinated committees which had been created during specific 
campaigns. As this chapter will show, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s turn towards a 
membership organisation in 1924 initiated a process which culminated 
in the  Arbeiterhilfe  being turned into a permanent international soli-
darity organisation. 

 Parallel to the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s turn towards a permanent solidarity organ-
isation, serious disputes emerged between the  Arbeiterhilfe  and its social 
democratic and communist critics. Workers’ solidarity became highly 
contested within the German Left during the mid-1920s and raised such 
vital questions on the front pages of the German press as: Who had the 
right to speak for solidarity and what were the ‘correct’ interpretations 
and nuances of this workers’ solidarity? The  Arbeiterhilfe  was repeatedly 
singled out by the social democrats as an illegitimate or corrupt voice 
calling for solidarity, allegedly misleading the German working class 
towards radicalism. Paradoxically, as will be shown, while the social 
democrats were fighting against the  Arbeiterhilfe  on the grounds of its 
‘disguised Bolshevism’, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was simultaneously itself the 
target of stern criticism from within the communist movement. From 
the left-wing communist point of view, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of soli-
darity was challenged on the basis of its insufficient radicalism. 

 The second and third parts of the chapter will analyse how the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  was conceptualised as a “sympathising mass organisation” 
in the context of the Comintern’s plans in 1926 to form a so-called 
“solar system” of sympathising organisations. It is interesting to note 
that the concept of “mass organisation” was not widely, if at all, used 
to describe the  Arbeiterhilfe  as an organisation prior to 1926. On the 
basis of the German and Russian archive material, this concept did 
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not come into active usage until 1927. The final part of this chapter 
presents a source-based analysis of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s ability to spread its 
message of international solidarity over 1924–1932, which takes into 
account membership figures, publishing activities and its organisational 
expansion.  

  An illegitimate voice of solidarity? 

 In the following, my main focus will be on the heated debate concerning 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s legitimacy as a solidarity organisation. I propose here 
that the debates regarding the  Arbeiterhilfe  in fact constituted a fierce 
struggle over the meaning and understanding of solidarity, which is of 
crucial significance for the history of international solidarity during the 
interwar period. The issue is also of special significance for the debate on 
the possibilities of forming a common working-class milieu in Weimar 
Germany. 

  The social democratic onslaught 

 At a closed meeting in December 1923, Münzenberg asserted that one 
of the major debates within the  Social Democratic Party  (SPD) was how to 
relate to the  Arbeiterhilfe . Of particular concern for the  Arbeiterhilfe  was 
that the SPD had started to actively discredit the social democrats who 
supported the  Arbeiterhilfe . Furthermore, the SPD was now running its 
own parallel relief campaign for the hungry in Germany, and therefore 
demanded that the social democrats who were active in the  Arbeiterhilfe  
abandon it in favour of the social democratic welfare organisation the 
 Arbeiterwohlfahrt  (Workers’ Welfare Association). Demands of this sort 
had, according to Münzenberg, been made to the social democrats Meta 
Kraus–Fessel, MdR (Member of the Reichstag) Mathilde Wurm (1874–
1935) and Dr. Hermann Weyl (1872–1925) and possibly to others as 
well.  1   Münzenberg’s concerns were confirmed in late December 1923 
when the SPD publicly declared that if any social democrats decided 
after all to collaborate with the  Arbeiterhilfe , they were acting completely 
without the SPD’s consent.  2   

 This was, however, only the beginning. The SPD’s main assault 
against the  Arbeiterhilfe  commenced on 9 February 1924 when  Vorwärts  
published a front page article on the  Arbeiterhilfe  by Ernst Reuter-
Friesland. Reuter-Friesland had earlier been a leading member of the 
 German Communist Party  (KPD), until he was expelled from the party 
in January 1922. In October 1922 he became a member of the SPD and 
immediately became the editor of  Vorwärts.   3   His article was entitled 
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“The International Workers’ Relief: What it Officially Says and What 
it Secretly Does”. Reuter-Friesland declared that it was  Vorwärts’  duty 
to warn the public of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s treacherous character, clearly 
taking on the mission of the Prussian government’s representative, 
who on 24 January 1924 had demanded a press campaign to reveal 
the ‘true character’ of the  Arbeiterhilfe . It was revealed that the article’s 
‘revelations’ regarding the  Arbeiterhilfe  were based on a secret protocol 
from an  Arbeiterhilfe  conference that  Vorwärts  had received from a 
sympathetic source.  4   What is now known is that this sympathetic 
source was none other than the German government itself. Previous 
research has assumed that the public ‘unmasking’ of the  Arbeiterhilfe  
in the German press had originated from the SPD and “independent 
union rivals on the Left” who had contacts inside the  Arbeiterhilfe .  5   
As shown in Chapter 4, on the contrary, this was no ordinary leak 
nor the result of any investigative journalism, but a well-instigated 
governmental campaign headed by the highest authorities of the 
Weimar Republic in cooperation with the social democrats. No doubt 
remains. The only reason for the leak to  Vorwärts  was to justify a disso-
lution of the  Arbeiterhilfe  once the public had been made aware of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  ‘scandalous connections’. 

  Vorwärts  declared that there remained no doubt that the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was an organisation created by Soviet Russia in order to influence public 
opinion in favour of Soviet foreign policy. In effect, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
message of international solidarity was presented to the public as a 
dangerous weapon being utilised by Soviet Russia in order to spread 
communism. Here solidarity was primarily seen as a weapon utilised 
by the communist movement, very much in accordance with the front 
organisation perspective.  6   

 Reuter-Friesland’s article in  Vorwärts  resulted in a significant amount 
of public interest, and in the following day’s issue of the paper, it was 
noted that the article confirmed the public’s astonishment at the deceit-
fulness of the “Bolshevik propaganda apparatus”.  7   Münzenberg imme-
diately issued a statement in response to the article where he noted 
that the  Arbeiterhilfe  had never denied that it had found its supporters 
amongst communists and those who sympathised with Soviet Russia. 
It was only during the current German campaign that the  Arbeiterhilfe  
had found supporters from other circles as well. He challenged  Vorwärts  
to explain exactly how the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s current activities in Germany 
contradicted its claim to being an  above-party  organisation? According 
to Münzenberg,  Vorwärts  had been unable to deliver proof of any such 
conduct. Furthermore, he criticised  Vorwärts  for having given the 
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impression to its readers that the ‘secret’ material it quoted originated 
from a meeting held during the past days or weeks, or the  Hunger in 
Deutschland  Congress. Münzenberg pointed out that this material was 
from the summer of 1923 and had no bearing on the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
hunger campaign in Germany. In Münzenberg’s view, this proved 
that  Vorwärts  was unable to find anything compromising about the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s current activities. Quite the contrary, in fact. Münzenberg 
fired back by asking  Vorwärts  how it could assault the one organisation 
that was providing for 25,000 workers daily in Germany when it knew 
that such an offensive could lead to a ban on the  Arbeiterhilfe  and to an 
immediate end to this relief work.  8   

  Vorwärts  declared, however, that it could not be fooled as it knew that 
the political role of the  Arbeiterhilfe –  even in its alleged neutral work – 
was to advance Soviet Russia’s efforts to win “ground on which it could 
start manoeuvring” against social democracy.  9   In effect, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
solidarity work was portrayed in  Vorwärts  as being Bolshevik manipula-
tion striving to bring German workers under foreign influence. Radical 
international solidarity was simply equated with Soviet foreign policy 
and something external infused to the German working class. In another 
article, it was explicitly claimed that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was being used 
by Soviet leaders as a recruiting ground for communist assault troops. 
Through food and goodwill, the workers were being lured into the 
 Arbeiterhilfe , then slowly indoctrinated and finally prepared for clandes-
tine communist activity.  10   According to the  Arbeiterhilfe , these attacks 
against the  Arbeiterhilfe  were based on the old social democratic fear 
that, if social democrats cooperated with workers of different political 
affiliations in a common cause, only the social democrats would alter 
their political views. Clearly, this did not convey a very confident belief 
in the social democratic idea, the  Arbeiterhilfe  retorted.  11   

 In essence, what the SPD was arguing was that, although the  Arbeiterhilfe  
claimed to speak on behalf of a common workers’ solidarity, it was in 
effect an illegitimate voice of solidarity that was trying to mislead the 
workers towards radicalism. However, as Stjernø (2005) has shown, the 
SPD itself at the time had a troublesome relationship with the idea of 
workers’ solidarity. The SPD’s latest party manifesto of 1921 had actu-
ally not mentioned solidarity at all, nor even mentioned their common 
interests, brotherhood or feelings of solidarity towards the international 
working class. One could thus argue that the previously overlooked 
high-profile conflict with the  Arbeiterhilfe  in 1924 influenced the SPD 
to the extent that it felt compelled to include the notion of a classic 
Marxist solidarity in the Heidelberg party programme of 1925. It was 
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then reassured that: “The German Social Democratic Party is conscious 
of the international solidarity of the proletariat, and is determined to 
fulfil all duties that grow out of this”.  12   Perhaps, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s and 
especially Münzenberg’s, public accusations towards the SPD as the 
betrayers of labour solidarity had indeed cast doubt on the SPD’s rela-
tionship to international solidarity, which needed to be verified in its 
actual party manifesto. 

 For the social democrats, their onslaught against the  Arbeiterhilfe  had, 
however, only just begun. Tactically, only weeks before the  Reichstag  
elections held on 4 May 1924, the social democratic  General Federation of 
German Trade Unions  (ADGB),  13   which at the time was the most powerful 
labour federation in the Weimar Republic, published a booklet entitled 
 The Third Column of Communist Politics: The International Workers’ Relief  
(1924). This 24-page publication was based on the documents that the 
political police had obtained from the Friedrichstraße locker.  14   The 
ADGB claimed that the public image of the  Arbeiterhilfe  as a charitable 
organisation had misled a great number of “well-meaning” philanthro-
pists who were unaware that they were being used by the communists 
for propagandist purposes.  15   The ADGB’s booklet could be perceived as 
being one of the first attempts to develop the front organisation perspec-
tive as it claimed to ‘reveal’ the two-faced character of the organisation 
which, through its ‘benign solidarity work’, was hiding its true Bolshevik 
character. 

 This was the single most devastating blow against the  Arbeiterhilfe  
and, as an immediate response, the  Arbeiterhilfe  launched a series of leaf-
lets and booklets which defended the reputation of the organisation.  16   
The  Arbeiterhilfe  could not, however, convincingly refute the legitimacy 
of the secret documents. Instead the  Arbeiterhilfe  highlighted the outra-
geous fact that the only way that the ADGB could have gained access 
to the secret material was through their cooperation with the German 
political police. 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  elucidated its continued mission through the explicit 
language of international solidarity, singling out the  Arbeiterhilfe  as being 
the “latest fruit on the tree of international proletariat solidarity” and “a 
pillar of proletarian self-help”.  17   For the social democrats, this so-called 
fruit of solidarity resembled more a poisonous apple to be shaken down 
and left to rot. To protect the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s position as a legitimate voice 
of solidarity, the  Arbeiterhilfe  published the leaflet entitled “A Stab in 
the Back of the Striking Workers”.  18   In this leaflet it was vigorously 
emphasised that, since a wave of strikes in Germany had commenced 
in January 1924, the ADGB had not been very much involved in the 
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workers’ struggle. Now, through its attack on the  Arbeiterhilfe,  the “ADGB 
bureaucrats” were in fact stabbing the workers in the back by betraying 
the workers’ solidarity.  19   

 As a ban of the  Arbeiterhilfe  was not forthcoming, the SPD allegedly 
even tried, as a last resort, to take over the  Arbeiterhilfe  ‘from below’. For 
example, the local branch of the SPD in Chemnitz had encouraged all 
unions to join the  Arbeiterhilfe  so that they could prevent the KPD from 
politically utilising the  Arbeiterhilfe .  20   This was not, however, a lasting 
solution. Forces within the social democratic leadership regarded the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  as being one of the most dangerous organisations operating 
within the German labour movement and, as a result, the SPD’s party 
congress took decisive steps to solve the ‘issue’ of the  Arbeiterhilfe  in June 
1924. The MdR Wilhelm Sollmann (1881–1951), who had functioned 
as the Reich Minister of the Interior from August to November 1923, 
proposed a motion at the party congress suggesting that the SPD should 
make it impossible for social democrats to maintain their membership 
in the SPD if they supported the  Arbeiterhilfe .  21   On 14 June 1924, this 
motion was approved at the SPD’s party congress and henceforth all 
social democratic members of the  Arbeiterhilfe  were threatened with 
expulsion from the SPD.  22    Vorwärts  publicly justified the decision in 
Sollmann’s spirit:

  Since the International Workers’ Relief is an organ of communist-
Bolshevik politics, whose principal aims include the destruction of 
social democracy, participation in the International Workers’ Relief is 
incompatible with affiliation to social democracy.  23     

 The SPD’s decision was declared by the  Arbeiterhilfe  to be a true betrayal 
of the German working class, and of international solidarity.  24   The 
 Arbeiterhilfe  ridiculed the SPD for imagining that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s food 
to the workers was stirred with the “poison of class struggle” and hence 
had to be stopped. As a result of this decision, the  Arbeiterhilfe  proclaimed 
that the poorest of the German workers were from now onwards either 
doomed to starve or to beg for alms from the bourgeois welfare organi-
sations. As the  Arbeiterhilfe  pointed out, these alms were not without 
their strings and, in effect, it was through these strings that “capitalism 
subjugated the German workers”.  25   

 To the SPD’s dismay the social democrats Meta Kraus-Fessel and 
Eugen Rosemann publicly expressed their continued support for the 
 Arbeiterhilfe .  26   In response to the SPD’s decision, the  Arbeiterhilfe  sent an 
open letter to all “SPD comrades” who were active within the  Arbeiterhilfe . 
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The letter, signed by Kraus-Fessel, questioned why the SPD had made 
such a hasty decision without first discussing the matter. According 
to Kraus-Fessel, the decision seemed more like a “Party dictate” which 
would eventually force the individual members of the SPD to take a class 
hostile action (klassenfeindliche Handlung) as they would be invol-
untarily forced to leave the  Arbeiterhilfe . It was feared that a possible 
collapse of the  Arbeiterhilfe  would leave a great number of women and 
children of strikers, who did not enjoy any social benefits at all, totally 
and utterly destitute.  27   

 Kraus-Fessel noted that the social democratic  Arbeiterwohlfart,  which 
had been founded in 1919, had now joined with bourgeois welfare initi-
atives such as the  Jungdo ,  Stahlhelm ,  Heilsarmee  and the  Reichswehr  in 
the so-called  Deutsche Nothilfe  during the winter of 1923–1924. In her 
opinion, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was a proletarian, above-party relief organi-
sation with an international base founded on the idea of  self-help , 
proletarian solidarity and mutual assistance. She thus identified the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  as the “Red Cross of the international working class”, which 
assisted the proletariat in times of oppression and/or social misery caused 
by natural calamities and economic crises. In Kraus-Fessel’s view, it was 
most odd that the SPD had allowed its members to join the  Stahlhelm  or 
the  Jungdo , yet felt the need to ban their membership in the  Arbeiterhilfe . 
She boldly encouraged everyone to rise up in protest against the SPD’s 
campaign against the  Arbeiterhilfe .  28   

 Georg Ledebour (1850–1947)  29   was another prominent socialist who 
openly protested against the SPD’s decision. Ledebour, who at the time 
was a member of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s Central Committee (CC), publicly 
praised the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s mission:  30    

  The IAH [ Arbeiterhilfe ] has set itself the task of protecting needy prole-
tarians in all countries from descending into complete impoverish-
ment. That is an extraordinarily deserving cause which ought to be 
supported by comrades of all persuasions. All such persuasions are 
indeed represented in both the leadership and the membership. It is 
absolutely absurd that the SPD claims that the IAH cannot act across 
party lines because the initiative is taken by communists. If one takes 
this view we can never act together, for it is in the nature of things 
that someone always has to make a start.  31     

 Ledebour could not in any way comprehend the SPD’s position and 
publicly declared his continued support for the  Arbeiterhilfe  against the 
SPD’s “unqualified” accusations.  32   
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 Preserved archive material shows that the Social Democratic Party’s 
discipline was generally honoured and letters of resignation from SPD 
members immediately started to reach the  Arbeiterhilfe . However, several 
of these letters of resignation expressed clear regret as “the relief to the 
working classes was far more important than any party conflict”.  33   The 
author Max Eck-Troll explained in his letter of resignation to Alfons 
Paquet, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s leader in Frankfurt-am-Main, why the SPD’s 
decision had been particularly regrettable:

  The reason why I have very willingly placed myself at the disposal 
of the IAH [ Arbeiterhilfe ] is that I feel that the collaboration of social 
democrats and communists in the IAH could be a bridge for the later 
unification of all proletarian parties, which despite all present-day 
contrasts will come about one day, because it must come about.  34     

 Despite some social democratic regrets, as expressed by Eck-Troll, the 
consequences for the  Arbeiterhilfe  were ultimately the worst imaginable, 
as the SPD managed to unite its divided ranks. 

 In a sense, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was correct in its criticism of the 
 Arbeiterwohlfart,  as it claimed that the  Arbeiterwohlfart  simply did not 
have the capacity to unite the broad masses or to offer relief activities 
on an above-party basis. As the  Arbeiterhilfe  argued: was it seriously 
expected that all workers – including left-wing radicals – would join the 
 Arbeiterwohlfart  which cooperated with the bourgeois relief organisa-
tions and with the  Reichswehr  in the  Deutsche Nothilfe : Was it actually 
expected that the fighting workers would unite with the very people 
they were fighting against?  35   Furthermore, the  Arbeiterhilfe  could argue 
that the  Arbeiterwohlfart  did not operate as a workers’ solidarity organisa-
tion, but instead as a charity organisation, not as an organisation that 
was perceived as a part of ‘us’, or built on the notion of mutuality and 
reciprocity. 

 After 1924, any chance of future collaboration during international 
solidarity campaigns was greatly reduced. No matter what the  Arbeiterhilfe  
or its supporters argued, SPD members were from now on unattainable 
when it came to formal membership, clearly affecting the possibilities 
to form a unified proletarian milieu in Germany. However, as it will be 
shown, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had a vast field of activity that was not restricted 
to membership, but directed to the general working-class public in the 
form of broad cultural work and public celebrations of solidarity, which 
again enabled the broader realisation of a counter-cultural workers’ 
culture based on the idea of a transnational workers’ community. 



106 The International Workers’ Relief, Communism, and Transnational Solidarity

 However, the  Arbeiterhilfe  and Münzenberg had other more powerful 
adversaries to contend with. While the social democratic allegations 
were accusing them of veiled radicalism from the outside, voices within 
both the Comintern, the KPD and the  Internationale Rote Hilfe  (IRH/
MOPR) started to question the need for a “philanthropic” organisation 
such as the  Arbeiterhilfe .  

  The assault from within: the communist criticism 

 Almost at the same time as the SPD and ADGB were attacking the 
 Arbeiterhilfe , forces within the Comintern apparatus and the KPD began 
to question the very existence of the  Arbeiterhilfe . An extended internal 
debate ensued during which Münzenberg, amongst others, was forced 
to explain, elaborate and justify the nature of both the  Arbeiterhilfe  and 
its message of international solidarity. 

 A problematic situation had developed within the Comintern as it 
had created two international organisations which, in the eyes of the 
workers, were at times difficult to differentiate from each other. The 
communist  Rote Hilfe  had been founded in Germany in April 1921 with 
the aim of assisting persecuted and imprisoned communists. From the 
very moment that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was founded in September 1921, 
representatives of the  Rote Hilfe  had expressed their concern that the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity work competed with that of the  Rote Hilfe  and 
had pushed its work into the background.  36   The following year, the 
German  Rote Hilfe  was made a part of the IRH which was established 
during the Comintern’s Fourth World Congress in Moscow. The estab-
lishment of the IRH led to the reproduction of the conflict and competi-
tion between the  Arbeiterhilfe  and the IRH on an international scale. This 
peculiar situation caused severe confusion amongst the rank and file, as 
the IRH had been founded as an “international political Red Cross” for 
political prisoners in capitalist states, whereas the  Arbeiterhilfe  had been 
described as the “Red Cross of the international working class”. The two 
organisations had several fundamental similarities as they had both been 
formed into membership organisations and both organised fundraising 
campaigns in the name of international solidarity in 1924.  37   

 To clarify the confusion, the two organisations were repeatedly 
requested to explain their difference to the workers. The  Arbeiterhilfe  
was even forced to report on the front page of its official  Bulletin  on 
20 January 1924 that “The Internationale Arbeiterhilfe is not the ‘Rote 
Hilfe’” referring to several newspapers that had erroneously confused 
the two organisations.  38   Even the German State Commissioner for the 
Supervision of Public Order totally confused the two organisations and 
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it was even (incorrectly) reported that Münzenberg was the leader of the 
 Rote Hilfe .  39   

 The unclear delineation between the two organisations caused a 
prolonged conflict which culminated in several heated discussions 
of the relationship between the IRH and the  Arbeiterhilfe.  One such 
occurred during a meeting of the IRH’s CC in Moscow on 18 March 
1923. Münzenberg was not present at this meeting, but the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was instead defended by Piatnitzki, who at the time was one of the most 
prominent leaders of the Comintern. During the meeting, Piatnitzki 
summarised the past and present activities of the  Arbeiterhilfe  and 
concluded with conviction to the IRH that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s future exist-
ence was of great significance to the Comintern. Piatnitzki’s conclusion 
was, however, directly challenged by the IRH, whose representatives 
demanded the immediate dissolution of the  Arbeiterhilfe  for “practical 
and political” reasons. As Willi Budich of the IRH elaborated: “The 
 Arbeiterhilfe  collects funds under our slogans – aid to the fighters of the 
revolution – and we have no grounds to trust in the  Arbeiterhilfe’s  loyalty”. 
Another IRH representative further alleged that through its activities, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  was encroaching upon the IRH’s field of competence. 
He was joined by another IRH representative who proclaimed that there 
was simply no room for both organisations as they were competing with 
each other over a limited pool of workers. However, Piatnitzki refused 
to endorse a dissolution of the  Arbeiterhilfe  and stressed instead that the 
conflict between the two organisations had to be resolved. Significantly, 
it was never suggested that the IRH should be dissolved, which confirms 
that it was primarily the  Arbeiterhilfe,  the alleged “third column of 
communist politics”, that was being threatened from Moscow.  40   

 Münzenberg made in December 1923 a clear distinction between 
the IRH and the  Arbeiterhilfe  during a closed meeting in Berlin. In 
Münzenberg’s view, the  Rote Hilfe  was a 100 percent pure and exclu-
sive institution of the  Communist Party  (CP) and the Comintern. 
Furthermore, Münzenberg claimed that the  Rote Hilfe  raised its funds 
only from party members or the party’s immediate sympathisers. By 
contrast, Münzenberg maintained that the  Arbeiterhilfe  did not only 
consist of communists but also embraced social democrats, trade 
unionists, members of cooperatives, bourgeois intellectuals and sympa-
thising groups. The  Arbeiterhilfe  was only purely communist at its 
core, Münzenberg stressed. Furthermore, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s activities 
were completely legal, whereas the  Rote Hilfe  was at the time banned 
in Germany. Most significantly, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s mission was to 
raise funds to support large numbers of workers wherever need and 
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hunger surfaced. Münzenberg emphasised his firm conviction in the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s mission to provide for all workers, irrespective of their 
political affiliation. He affirmed to the all-communist audience: 
“This is completely clear and does not need to be discussed at all”. 
Controversially, Münzenberg demanded that the better part of the 
money raised in the Soviet Union should be channelled through the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  and not through the  Rote Hilfe , as the  Arbeiterhilfe  was 
“the only organisation” that could also utilise the funds for propaganda. 
If the  Arbeiterhilfe  was provided with $US 100,000 of Russian fundraising 
money, it would, according to Münzenberg, be able to spread the word 
to hundreds of thousands, if not millions of people. Large Soviet dona-
tions would only be a burden for the IRH, Münzenberg claimed. He 
therefore suggested that all Russian money should be transferred to the 
 Arbeiterhilfe,  which would then donate a portion of it to the  Rote Hilfe, 
so that it could provide food to the imprisoned communists.  41   

 The dispute between the  Arbeiterhilfe  and the IRH was strongly linked 
to the political struggle that was at the time being played out within 
the KPD, the Comintern and the Russian Communist Party (RCP (B)). 
The insecure state of affairs had already begun in December 1922 when 
Lenin had had to give up his active work on health grounds, and this 
confusion had lasted until May 1924.  42   For the KPD, this was a time 
of internal vendettas. As the German October Revolution had failed, 
convenient scapegoats had been found amongst the old leadership, and 
therefore the so-called “Right-wing opposition” had been set up, while 
a “Middle” and a “Left” group were fighting each other for power. There 
was a serious state of disorder within the KPD until 19 February 1924 
when a new leadership was elected in Moscow consisting of representa-
tives from both the Left and Middle groups. It would, however, be the 
Left that thereafter dominated the new KPD that in general did not 
appreciate the significance of the  Arbeiterhilfe.   43   

 Münzenberg engaged wholeheartedly in the debate in a letter he 
sent to Walter Stöcker  44   on 2 February 1924. Münzenberg explained to 
Stöcker, who was then the provisional chairman of the KPD, that the 
two of them did not belong to the same fraction within the party as 
he, Münzenberg, agreed on several key issues with the so-called “Right-
wing” opposition. In Münzenberg’s highly critical and personal letter to 
Stöcker he questioned the very methods of propaganda and organisa-
tion of the party.  45   Münzenberg explained to Stöcker that  

  … the salvation and recovery of the party can only come about when 
you understand at last how to bring new, broad currents of life and 
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movement into the party; if things continue as they have in recent 
months, we will become a sect.  46     

 The KPD was still at the time banned in Germany, and thus Münzenberg 
emphasised to Stöcker the importance of the  Arbeiterhilfe  and its mouth-
piece, the  Sichel und Hammer.  As Münzenberg stated, it was the only 
legally published communist pictorial newspaper in Germany, and it 
had a print run of 150,000 copies per issue. Münzenberg further chal-
lenged Stöcker by proclaiming that this had been accomplished without 
any support and, according to Münzenberg, without any interest from 
the party. He continued discrediting Stöcker by exclaiming: “Neither 
you, nor anyone else, has for one minute thought about how to use this 
newspaper politically or its distribution, etc, etc. Are you even aware, as 
the provisional Chairman of the Party, that such a newspaper is being 
published?”  47   Münzenberg continued quite correctly:

  The Executive Committee of the Social Democratic Party concerns 
itself almost on a weekly basis with this issue [the  Arbeiterhilfe ], its 
district associations […], the ministries, the press pro and contra, and 
not  once  have you invited me to give a report. The campaign has 
been running since October [1923] and in those four months you 
have not found 5 minutes to discuss it with us. As I write, this sounds 
so unbelievable, so incomprehensible, that I have to unconsciously 
stop and think. And yet it is true – you have not invited me to a single 
discussion on this matter.  48     

 Münzenberg continued fervently to ask what the KPD had done to 
attract the youth through positive work? Who did the KPD attract? In 
Münzenberg’s view, no one. 

 Stöcker retorted in the name of the KPD’s  Direktorium  that the KPD had 
in fact recently dealt with the  Arbeiterhilfe . The KPD had namely been 
very concerned about the “pacifist” nature of the  Arbeiterhilfe , Stöcker 
explained. Münzenberg had allegedly been invited to a joint meeting 
with the leaders of the KPD and a representative of the  Rote Hilfe . As 
Münzenberg had not turned up, Stöcker declared to Münzenberg, the 
 Direktorium  had decided that the  Arbeiterhilfe’ s solidarity work in its 
entirety would henceforth be reorganised with a greater emphasis on 
proletarian solidarity (mehr proletarisch-solidarischen Charakter). 
Apparently, no one had informed Münzenberg about the matter.  49   

 Political controversies and personal animosities often go hand in 
hand. This was especially true of the conflict between the IRH and the 
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 Arbeiterhilfe,  which was very much based on the personal animosity 
between Münzenberg and Willi Budich, who until January 1924, was the 
secretary of the IRH’s “Foreign Division”. When Budich was replaced in 
early 1924 by the American communist Israel Amter,  50   the initial good-
will and hopes for a newly found brotherly collaboration between the 
two organisations were quickly dashed. In his first letter from Moscow 
to Münzenberg, Amter was clearly influenced by Budich’s hostility 
towards Münzenberg. Amter declared to Münzenberg the historic 
importance of the IRH as an organisation which, according to Amter, 
would forever greatly eclipse the significance of Münzenberg’s “love 
child” (Lieblingskind), the  Arbeiterhilfe . Amter further argued that the 
 Arbeiterhilfe’ s ongoing international solidarity campaign against hunger 
in Germany meant assisting a bourgeois government as the  Arbeiterhilfe,  
through its soup kitchens, was helping to alleviate the social crisis. 
Amter stated rather smugly that the only reason for not disbanding the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  was because it was an operational organisation and “because 
we can perhaps still re-model it and find further use for it”.  51   

 Münzenberg, always intensely defensive of the  Arbeiterhilfe , asked 
Amter in his polemical reply why Amter did not, as the secretary of the 
IRH and as a member of both the  Executive Committee of the Communist 
International  (ECCI) and the Presidium of the Comintern, immediately 
stop these allegedly counter-revolutionary actions that the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was pursuing? Münzenberg continued: “My dear! You have not done 
it, because you do not believe, and cannot believe in your own words 
written to me”. Münzenberg was infuriated by the stance taken by the 
left-wing communists, including Amter. Münzenberg felt obliged to 
explain that, although the  Arbeiterhilfe  was able to support up to 20,000 
people daily, this was only a fraction of the six million unemployed 
Germans and clearly did not represent a noticeable benefit to the 
German government.  52   Münzenberg spelled out to Amter the degree of 
his misconception regarding the state of the social crisis in Germany:

  You seem to have no idea over there [in Moscow] of the extent to which 
the vanguard, mainly families of the [German] Communist Party, is 
being economically ground down today. […] There are local groups 
and organisations of the Communist Party in Germany in which up 
to 80% of the members are unemployed and without means. […] The 
very large danger threatening the German workers’ movement today 
is that 1) the genuinely determined revolutionary elements are being 
shot, beaten, arrested, placed in asylums, driven out of the country 
and economically ground down. In order to prevent the latter we 
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regarded it as our honourable task to attempt to strengthen precisely 
these communist-revolutionary families and to keep them alive.  53     

 In conclusion, Münzenberg retorted to Amter that the benefit of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe,  which in Amter’s mind represented a “philanthropic, bour-
geois association”, was that it actually accomplished what the IRH did 
not have the capacity to do, namely to aid and assist the vanguard of 
the German proletariat.  54   

 Münzenberg also had his strong supporters in the Comintern 
and on 19 February 1924, the Orgbüro of the ECCI decided that the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  was not, after all, to be disbanded. Significantly, however, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  was criticised because it had been too philanthropic 
in its approach. Paradoxically, the practical solidarity work which had 
guaranteed the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s survival as a legal organisation in Germany 
was the main ground for the revolutionaries’ criticism in Moscow. Was 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of solidarity in fact too moderate for the radi-
cals of the Comintern? 

 However, in order to defuse the conflict between the  Arbeiterhilfe  and 
the IRH, the ECCI decided that, in the future, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had to 
“morally and materially” support the IRH and to donate a minimum 
of 10 percent of all the funds the  Arbeiterhilfe  raised to the IRH.  55   This 
evidently did not deter Amter from ‘informing’ the CP of the USA in late 
February that the  Arbeiterhilfe  had been dissolved and that all subsequent 
funds raised were to be exclusively directed to the IRH. Münzenberg 
was furious when he found out about the matter and blamed Amter for 
aggravating the conflict between the two organisations.  56   

 A central bone of contention was the fact that both the  Arbeiterhilfe  
and the  Rote Hilfe  were attempting to expand their organisations into 
membership organisations in Germany. The  Rote Hilfe  argued that the 
recruitment of individual members to its organisation enhanced the 
feeling of solidarity between the workers and the victims of ‘class injus-
tice’, whereas advertising for individual membership in the  Arbeiterhilfe  
only had negative consequences. It was consequently argued that the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  should limit itself to recruiting only “collective members”, 
in the form of other organisations or unions.  57   

 In order to end the confusion and to prevent any further conflicts 
arising, a new meeting had to be organised in Moscow. On 15 November 
1924, the Comintern decided in favour of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s right to 
recruit both individual and collective members. However, a commission 
had to be set up in order to smooth the relations between the  Arbeiterhilfe  
and the IRH.  58   On 1 December, the situation between the  Arbeiterhilfe  
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and the IRH was discussed at the ECCI’s Orgbüro meeting. A resolution 
was passed that stressed that it was imperative that the  Arbeiterhilfe  and 
the IRH strictly operated as two separate individual organisations. In 
addition, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had to stress its ‘above-party’ character but 
at the same time abstain from all “purely philanthropic work”.  59   The 
conflict with the IRH led to a strict definition of both the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
fields of activity and its concept and practice of solidarity. It was made 
completely clear in the ECCI resolution that:

  The IAH [ Arbeiterhilfe ] can only intervene in such cases of need where 
the impoverishment of the masses threatens to turn into a reactionary 
force. At present, the major task of the IAH is to support striking or 
locked-out workers where the struggle has become the focal point of 
interest of the working class of whole countries on account of its size, 
its long duration, the exemplary heroism of the workers involved or 
some other reason. On no account may the IAH assume the function 
of a normal strike fund, which is reserved exclusively for the trade 
unions.  60     

 The centrality of sufficient control from the ECCI was also stressed and 
henceforth all international campaigns had to be approved by the ECCI. 
Significantly, it was added that, in urgent cases, international campaigns 
could be started without the approval of the ECCI on the condition that 
they were launched in cooperation with the local CP, which provided 
Münzenberg a great deal of independence.  61   

 The conflict between the  Arbeiterhilfe  and the IRH was officially 
resolved and both the  Arbeiterhilfe  and the  Rote Hilfe  sent a joint letter 
to the respective organisations’ regional and local committees on 
25 December 1924. In their letter it was stressed that while the  Rote 
Hilfe  supported political prisoners and their families irrespective of party 
affiliation, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was to provide material assistance to the 
victims of economic crises and natural calamities affecting the wider 
population.  62   

 However, contrary to the friendly cooperation imposed upon them 
in Moscow, their conflicts and competition continued throughout the 
Weimar period. One could ask how effective the Comintern’s alleged 
hierarchical system of control really was, when it was unable to coor-
dinate the work of its own international organisations, often leading to 
bitter conflicts over which organisation had the right to pursue which 
campaign. One can, therefore, view the Comintern’s efforts to form a 
system of mass organisations in 1926 as being a direct consequence of the 
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organisational  disorder resulting from the prolonged conflict between 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  and the IRH. The significance of the early debates 
between these organisations and the criticism levelled at the  Arbeiterhilfe  
by both the KPD, IRH and the Comintern forced Münzenberg to more 
clearly define the meaning and purpose of the  Arbeiterhilfe  as an interna-
tional solidarity organisation.  

  Turning the  Arbeiterhilfe  into a “sympathising mass organisation” 

 The prerequisite for the survival of the  Arbeiterhilfe  as an organisation 
was that it was perceived in Moscow as being an organisation which 
attracted a considerable amount of support for both communism, 
the Comintern and for the Soviet Union. The importance ascribed to 
Moscow’s blessing is evident from the discussions on the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
future which took place in Moscow in September 1925. Münzenberg, 
Francesco Misiano and Fritz Platten stressed in a joint report to the ECCI 
how important an organisation the  Arbeiterhilfe  was and how, since its 
inception, it had dutifully served the Comintern and the Soviet Union. 
In this context, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  main mission was to serve as a neutral 
organisation which attracted left-leaning groups to the CP and which 
recruited intellectuals, artists and scientists as supporters of both the 
Comintern and the Soviet Union. Its purpose was to act as a world-wide 
“umbrella organisation” (Mantelorganisation) which could reach out to 
millions of people.  63   

 To clarify the state of affairs, a “mass commission” was convened by 
the Comintern on 17 February 1926 in Moscow to discuss the coor-
dination of the Comintern’s so-called mass organisations. The Finnish 
communist and high-ranking Comintern functionary, Otto Wille 
Kuusinen (1881–1964) chaired the meeting, with Münzenberg as secre-
tary. This commission was convened to discuss Zinoviev’s thesis on 
the revolutionary work amongst the proletarian masses and the future 
work of the envisioned “system” of organisations, which until then had 
been labelled “subsidiary” or “aid organisations” but which from now 
onwards would be referred to as “sympathising organisations”.  64   

 Münzenberg elaborated on the secretive nature of the meeting as he 
explained that, although they had convened to discuss the role and 
mission of specific organisations, they should refrain from mentioning 
them in publications regarding the organisation of the masses. In 
Münzenberg’s view, there would be devastating consequences if the 
Enlarged Executive of the Comintern in its published resolutions were to 
label the IRH or the  Arbeiterhilfe  as the Comintern’s above-party organi-
sations. Such statements would make these organisations easy prey for 
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the SPD press that could describe them as imaginary united front organi-
sations created by the Comintern to dupe the workers.  65   

 Münzenberg was convinced that most CPs, after years of reluctance 
would finally understand the significance of the so-called sympathising 
organisations, but most of the CPs were very sceptical as to why they 
had to be offered a “whole bouquet” of these organisations. The sheer 
number of these organisations had, in many cases, been perceived as 
an issue which only complicated party affairs. Münzenberg emphasised, 
however, that the CP leadership had to understand that the commu-
nist functionaries were not meant to split themselves between all these 
subsidiary organisations. These organisations were being created for the 
masses who were not a part of the communist movement and conse-
quently only required the engagement of a small core of communist 
functionaries.  66   

 Münzenberg explained to those present the difference between the 
so-called sympathising organisations, which were more or less perma-
nent organisations such as the  Arbeiterhilfe , the IRH, the  Sportintern  (Red 
Sport International) and the  Krestintern  (Red Peasant International) 
and organisations which had been created for a specific purpose but 
only for a limited amount of time. For example, as sympathy for the 
Soviet Union had developed very favourably amongst German workers 
thanks to a trip to the Soviet Union by a German delegation in 1925, 
it would be possible to utilise this feeling of sympathy organisationally. 
Münzenberg also suggested that, due to the development of the colonial 
question, it would be possible to organise a League for the Support of 
Colonial Struggles ( Liga zur Unterstützung der Kolonialkämpfe).   67   

 In his concluding speech, Zinoviev explained to the commission that 
he regarded it as no coincidence that they had held such a meeting 
at this point in time. In Zinoviev’s view, this represented a watershed 
within the whole communist movement. Until 1926, they had been 
engaged in creating and strengthening the CPs all around the world. As 
a consequence, the communists had been the ones who had split the 
labour movement and formed smaller CPs. That era had come to an end, 
Zinoviev declared. Now, the time had come for the Comintern to form 
and engage in broad mass organisations.  68   

 Zinoviev emphasised that the Comintern’s mission was mainly to 
engage in issues that the social democrats either did not address or where 
they were at their weakest. Thus, Zinoviev explained that it was no coin-
cidence that the Comintern was very much engaged in the women’s 
question, as here the social democrats were very weak internationally. 
Another such area was the movement for China and the liberation 
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movement of the workers and peasants in the East. The social democrats 
had no programme for these issues, and hence Zinoviev elaborated on 
the great prospects of forming organisations in Europe for the Chinese 
national liberation and the labour movements in the Orient. Another 
such area where the social democrats lacked a programme was in the 
fight against war.  69   

 In Zinoviev’s opinion, there was an urgent need to adapt to the bour-
geois world but at the same time, naturally, to remain communists. 
Under these circumstances, it was of the utmost importance to form a 
“whole network” of above-party organisations, such as the  Arbeiterhilfe , 
the IRH and the  Krestintern . These organisations, Zinoviev declared, 
would constitute a “great weapon” in the hands of the Comintern.  70   

 As a result of this meeting, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was henceforth categorised 
as being a “sympathising mass organisations for special purposes”. The 
mission of such mass organisations was to raise funds amongst the broad 
masses of “indifferent workers” but also to establish links to groups of 
social democratic and syndicalist workers, intellectuals, and small bour-
geois circles.  71   In a special tribute to the  Arbeiterhilfe , it was concluded 
in the Comintern report that of all such organisations, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
had to the highest degree understood how to outwardly preserve an 
above-party character and had managed to include in the most broadest 
sense the working masses and also the important groups of intellec-
tuals. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  mission as an already established organisation 
was therefore to: 1) provide aid during natural calamities and greater 
economic struggles in the context of proletarian self-help, and to make 
use of pacifist and philanthropic feelings amongst intellectuals and the 
left-leaning bourgeois in order to mobilise against the “class rule” in 
the capitalist countries; 2) mobilise stronger support amongst the trade 
unions, cooperatives and the small and middle peasantry in order to 
enhance its opportunities to provide material aid; 3) to especially expand 
as an organisation in China, India and Japan, although without weak-
ening its work in Europe. In this context, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s work was 
valued as especially significant in countries where there were either no 
CPs or very weak ones; and 4) to improve its means of agitation and its 
propaganda work through film distribution and publishing companies. 
In conclusion, the Comintern confirmed that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was an aid 
organisation of permanent importance and was to be organised in every 
country where there was a strong communist movement.  72   

 In the published report on this mass commission, Kuusinen famously 
stated that the Comintern was to create a “whole solar system” of organ-
isations and smaller committees around the CPs which would be under 
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the influence of the party, although they were not to be under their 
“mechanical leadership”. Kuusinen criticised the comrades who cared all 
too little about the actual organisation of the work amongst the masses. 
The neglect of the organisational gains provided by the mass actions 
and campaigns had to come to an end, Kuusinen concluded.  73   

 Nikolai Bukharin  74   (1888–1938), who had replaced Zinoviev as the 
leader of the Comintern in November 1926, also made an especially 
strong case for the  Arbeiterhilfe  by stating at the Political Secretariat’s 
meeting in January 1927 that:

  We need mass organisations, therefore we cannot dissolve the 
Internationale Arbeiterhilfe. It is a fact that in various campaigns the 
newspapers of the IAH [ Arbeiterhilfe ] reacted faster and better than 
our party press. We cannot dissolve this organisation because of the 
campaigns that we want to conduct.  75     

 Münzenberg was indeed perceived as the main expert in this area of mass 
organisations, and he was selected to speak at the Comintern’s Sixth 
World Congress in Moscow, 17 July – 1 September 1928, on the aims 
of the mass organisations. Münzenberg emphasised that the mission of 
the mass organisations was to reach the millions of indifferent workers 
who did not listen to the propaganda of the CP and to find new ways 
of awakening and attracting them. According to Münzenberg, the task 
of the mass organisations was to build a bridge to the non-commu-
nist workers who did not have the courage to join the CP, but who 
were prepared to sympathise with the communist movement. Most 
importantly, it was through the mass organisations that the commu-
nists’ sphere of influence could be expanded. Münzenberg provided a 
comprehensive analysis of why millions of workers would not join the 
CP. Despite all efforts, these people would never join the party due to 
either anxiety or comfort and due to the party’s ban in several coun-
tries. In the forthcoming struggles, Münzenberg predicted that, as the 
CPs might be attacked by the police and “fascists”, the role of the mass 
organisations as a reserve of supporters, would become crucial. Finally, 
Münzenberg stressed to the radicals in Moscow that the mass organisa-
tions also functioned as a means of recruiting new members to the party 
and of delivering ready-trained functionaries to the party. This state-
ment remains controversial, however, as on the other hand Münzenberg 
repeatedly stressed that most of the people engaged in the mass 
organisations would never due to various reasons become members of 
the party.  76     
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  Organisational expansion and influence, 1924–1932 

 The aim of this section is to analyse how the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s member-
ship organisation expanded in Germany between the years 1924–1932; 
it will also analyse how the  Arbeiterhilfe  created spheres of influence and 
public visibility through events and congresses in Germany; finally, this 
section queries how the  Arbeiterhilfe  developed an immense proletarian 
press for its international solidarity work in Germany. 

 Officially it was the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s German congress that decided in 
March 1924 that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was to be turned into a permanent 
solidarity organisation. It was argued that, as the need for aid most often 
arose quite rapidly, one benefit of being a permanent organisation would 
be that it could continuously raise and save funds which would enable a 
rapid launch of aid initiatives in moments of crisis.  77   

  Membership figures, congresses and public events 

 As the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s membership numbers increased, communist critics 
began to target the  Arbeiterhilfe  for not reaching the non-party members, 
and thus not functioning as the proposed bridge between the commu-
nists and the rest of the working class. In response, Münzenberg sent 
statistics to Piatnitzki which proved the contrary. Münzenberg provided 
figures on the political affiliations from twelve local  Arbeiterhilfe  groups 
in Germany in February 1925 of which only four had more registered 
KPD members than non-party workers. However, only one of the local 
groups had any social democratic members.  78   

 It appears that the social democratic workers were beyond the reach 
of the  Arbeiterhilfe  when it came to individual membership, but the 
matter was completely different when it came to collective member-
ship. This is probably also one of the main reasons why their collective 
membership was maintained. Münzenberg reported to Zinoviev in April 
1925 that a significant incident had occurred in Hamburg. The  Verband 
des Opfer des Krieges und der Arbeit  (The Association for the Victims of 
War and Labour), one-third of whose membership base consisted of 
social democrats, had during its congress voted against joining the  Rote 
Hilfe , as it was perceived as being a communist organisation or at least 
as an organisation controlled by a communist leadership. However, 
the meeting had then almost unanimously voted in favour of joining 
the  Arbeiterhilfe , which had provided the  Arbeiterhilfe  with 50,000 new 
collective members.  79   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s membership figures have remained a controver-
sial question in the previous research and still remain a difficult issue 
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to clarify due to the large discrepancies in the various reports.  80   By 31 
August 1924, the  Arbeiterhilfe  claimed to have 400 local groups with over 
20,000 individual members in Germany.  81   

 In January 1925, the  Arbeiterhilfe  claimed to have three million indi-
vidual and collective members around the world. The German national 
organisation was the strongest, but notable organisations had alleg-
edly also been formed in Britain, France, the Netherlands, Belgium, 
Czechoslovakia, the United States, Argentina, Japan, Australia and 
Russia. In Germany, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was by then organised into 483 
local groups consisting of 33,600 individual members. In addition, 276 
associations or organisations had joined the  Arbeiterhilfe  and provided 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  with 1,320,000 collective members.  82   

 At the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s first German National Congress ( Reichskongress) , 
organised in Halle in November 1925, the  Arbeiterhilfe  assembled 200 
delegates who represented approximately 30,000 individual members.  83   
However, after the initial expansion of the organisation, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
membership base did not increase significantly for several years.  84   

 However, after 1928 the information regarding the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
membership in Germany becomes very contradictory. It is, however, diffi-
cult to judge the validity of the different figures. Often the governmental 
reports were based directly on the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s own published figures, 
leaving no external source capable of evaluating its actual membership 
numbers. It seems that there was a veritable stagnation of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
membership base in 1929 and early 1930. The  Arbeiterhilfe  explained, in 
April 1930, that, despite a number of promotional campaigns, it had been 
unable to increase its membership numbers. During strike aid campaigns, 
new members were successfully recruited but the  Arbeiterhilfe  was then 
unable to retain their membership.  85   Münzenberg claimed in  Inprekorr,  
however, that the German  Arbeiterhilfe  had managed to increase its 
membership base by 23,000 during the winter of 1929–1930, resulting in 
60,000 individual members in Germany.  86   However, significantly lower 
numbers for this period were also presented by the  Arbeiterhilfe . 

 Of great interest is the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s first “public criticism” of its 
membership figures, presented during the German  Arbeiterhilfe ’s congress 
in October 1931. Compared to any other previously published figures, 
the figures released in October 1931 provided the lowest numbers 
for the years 1929–1930. Here, for the first time a difference is made 
between “paid-up members” and “registered members”. According to the 
 Arbeiterhilfe,  the main problem of the organisation was that it managed 
to recruit many new members during ongoing campaigns, but then was 
unable to retain them as paid-up members. For example in Berlin, the 
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 Arbeiterhilfe  had received about 10,000 filled in membership forms from 
the beginning of the year until 31 August 1931, but only 15 percent 
(1,500) of them had paid their monthly membership fees.  87   

 Looking at the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s official figures for 1930–1931, it appears 
that the  Arbeiterhilfe  witnessed a nothing less than spectacular increase 
in its membership numbers. As the official figures show, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
managed to register over 100,000 new individual members between the 
first quarter of 1930 and July 1931, increasing the number to 148,000 
registered members. The secretary of the German  Arbeiterhilfe , Georg 
Dünninghaus, pointed out that one of the main factors leading to the 
spectacular increase in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s membership figures was the 
performances and tours by the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s agitprop theatre group 
 Kolonne Links , which will be discussed further in Chapter 8. Between 
February 1929 and March 1931,  Kolonne Links  had, according to 
Dünninghaus, managed to attract up to 16,800 new members to the 
 Arbeiterhilfe .  88   

 However, while the  Arbeiterhilfe  reported significant successes in 
recruiting new members in 1931, one governmental report provides a 
completely different picture. The authorities’ reporting of significantly 
lower  Arbeiterhilfe  membership figures was based on a booklet that had 
been published by the CC of the KPD.  89   According to this report, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  did not manage to significantly increase its membership 
base in 1931. The report states that the  Arbeiterhilfe  had 52,825 paid-up 
members in January 1931, with the numbers having only experienced 
a moderate increase to 55,635 by December. The highest figure of the 
year was registered for June, when the  Arbeiterhilfe  had 57,962 members. 
The number of local groups had on the other hand increased from 
641 in January to 901 in December 1931.  90   The  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  member-
ship figures were presented as even less significant in another govern-
mental report which claimed that, although the  Arbeiterhilfe  had 55,635 
members in December 1931, it in fact only had 44,701 paid-up members 
(abgerechneten Mitgliedern).  91   However, according to an unpublished 
report, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s subscription journal  Mahnruf: Organ für inter-
nationale Solidarität (The Call: Publication for International Solidarity)  had 
80,000 subscribers in July 1930 and 110,000 subscribers by December 
1930. This would indicate that the number of registered members could 
be more accurate than first expected.  92   Looking at the gender division of 
the members, the  Arbeiterhilfe  stated in October 1931 that 50 percent of 
its members were women.  93   

 Irrespective of the actual membership figures, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was 
not satisfied with the achieved numbers. In October 1931, Münzenberg 
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noted to the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s functionaries that, despite the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
many successes, it had one significant weakness: it had not managed 
to develop into a real mass organisation. In Germany, where it was 
strongest, it had 100,000 individual members, but this was not suffi-
cient. In comparison, the ADGB had over 5 million members and the 
social democratic sports organisations had one million members in 
Germany. Consequently, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s membership figures were 
merely regarded as being a rather modest start.  94   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  continued to set itself high organisational objec-
tives. It was declared that by March 1932, the German  Arbeiterhilfe  
should have 50,000 new members who also would remain members of 
the organisation. Furthermore, the  Arbeiterhilfe  aimed to establish 420 
new local groups, 400 factory groups, 500 new collective members, 
to create 150 youth groups (Jugend-Aktivs) and 250 children’s groups 
(Pionieregruppen).  95   A detailed plan for every district was also published 
and the Berlin district, for example, was required to increase the number 
of its local groups from 89 to 200 and to strengthen its membership base 
by 12,700 new fee-paying members.  96   

 However, to gauge the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s or any other organisation’s influ-
ence only through its membership figures runs the risk of overlooking 
other forms of influence and public visibility. One significant part of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s visibility in the public sphere were its many conferences and 
congresses that were organised all over Germany. The  Arbeiterhilfe  organ-
ised so-called world (or international) congresses, national congresses and 
congresses for the German states (Landeskonferenz), district conferences 
and local meetings. Major national conferences were organised in Halle 
(1925), Erfurt (1927), Dresden (1929) and Berlin (1931). The World Congress 
organised in Berlin in 1931 will be analysed in detail in Chapter 8. 

 In addition to its public congresses and conferences, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was also a prolific organiser of events of various kinds. These events 
were open to all, not just restricted to the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s members. The 
following figures indicate, however, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s potential to spread 
its message of international solidarity within Germany. In 1929 it organ-
ised according to a published report 3,375 events (film screenings, 
lectures, public meetings, demonstrations, etc) that were attended by 
nearly 760,000 people. The figures were even more impressive for 1930, 
that showed that the  Arbeiterhilfe  had organised 5,036 events that had 
been attended by a total of 908,000 people.  97   Unfortunately it remains 
the only available source and must then be regarded critically, at least 
when it comes to the estimates on the numbers of people attending 
the events. 
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 This level of activity is verified also for 1931, when the  Arbeiterhilfe  
reported in November 1931 that it had that year organised over 5,000 
public meetings and events, which allegedly had been attended by 
almost two million people.  98    

  Publishing for the masses: Münzenberg’s Red Media Empire 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe’ s publishing ventures were orchestrated through its 
publishing house the  Neuer Deutscher Verlag  (NDV), with its headquarters 
at the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s office at 11 Unter den Linden, later relocated to the 
48 Wilhelmstraße in Berlin. The NDV was created within the context of 
the feared ban on the  Arbeiterhilfe  in 1924. The Executive Committee of 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  had at the time decided to separate its publishing depart-
ment, which then mainly consisted of the Arbeiter-Illustrierte-Zeitung 
(AIZ)’s predecessor  Sichel und Hammer,  from the rest of the  Arbeiterhilfe . 
In the summer of 1924 the NDV was established as a financially and 
commercially independent publishing house. Its main missives were to 
publish the AIZ; to publish texts for the  Arbeiterhilfe ; to publish various 
works that the Comintern wished to publish but which did not fit into 
the profile of the Comintern’s publishing house; to publish poetry and 
fiction with revolutionary content with the aim of reaching its circles of 
sympathisers and to earn enough on sales to these circles to cover the 
costs of its propaganda literature.  99   

 Münzenberg explained to the CC of the KPD in July 1925 that the NDV 
was under the political control of the Comintern’s Agitprop Department, 
but was not financially dependent upon the Comintern. Münzenberg 
declared that, alongside their political duties, they had given themselves 
the mission to prove that a working-class publishing house could, with 
accurate calculations and effective management, sustain itself.  100   

 By the beginning of 1926, after 18 months of publishing activities, the 
NDV had managed to turn the publication of AIZ into a profitable affair 
as it was now able to make a profit of 5,000 mark per issue. By the end 
of 1925, the NDV had managed to sell a total of circa 3,575,000 copies 
of the  Sichel und Hammer/AIZ .  101   

 The AIZ was an unparalleled success story. In April 1926, Münzenberg 
reported to the KPD that the AIZ had a print run of 200,000 copies 
per issue and that it could be described as a “really healthy” business 
venture. Münzenberg could report that the AIZ was also being purchased 
by non-communist workers and circulated within those circles. It was 
very doubtful, Münzenberg explained, that a purely communist pictorial 
newspaper would succeed in reaching those circles. Münzenberg made 
these statements in a response against the plans of the CP’s publishing 
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house, Viva, to launch its own pictorial newspaper. Consequently, 
Münzenberg urged the Politbüro of the KPD to drop any such plans 
as such a rivalry between two communist pictorial newspapers would 
constitute a severe political setback. If the party leadership did not agree 
with Münzenberg, he declared, he would be forced to contact the ECCI 
in Moscow and to ask for their views on the Viva’s plans.  102   Münzenberg 
again skilfully utilised his independence from the KPD and whenever 
there developed a conflict, Münzenberg could always threaten to take 
the matter to Moscow, where he was backed up by powerful allies. 

 There also circulated unclear views on the relationship between the 
NDV and the KPD. In one confidential letter, it was clearly spelled 
out that the NDV was not a “party company” but a branch of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  which was not under the KPD’s control although it did 
closely collaborate with the Comintern. Nevertheless, the NDV did 
have to comply with the KPD’s politics, even though it was finan-
cially completely independent.  103   By 1929, the NDV’s major publica-
tions included the AIZ, the monthly journals the  Eulenspiegel (the Owl 
Mirror),  the  Arbeiter-Fotograf (the Worker Photographer)  and the  Magazin 
für Alle (the Magazine for Everyone)  as well as the  Buchgemeinschaft 
Universum  (the Universal Book Club). In total, the NDV’s branches in 
Berlin employed 50 people in June 1929.  104   In addition to journals, 
the NDV was also a prolific publisher of novels, historical books, social 
political texts, books on current affairs and editions with original texts 
by prominent “revolutionaries”. Amongst others, it published Kurt 
Tucholsky’s  Deutschland, Deutschland über alles  (1929), which became 
a monumental success selling its first edition of 15,000 copies in only 
a couple of days.  105   

 The AIZ experienced a significant increase in its circulation between 
December 1926 and September 1927. From 1 January 1927, it was 
published weekly (50 issues in 1927).  106   The print run of the AIZ was 
around 200,000 copies per issue in the beginning of 1927, and it 
steadily increased thereafter to 220,000–250,000 copies per issue. On 
1 January 1927, 144,000 copies were sold through the KPD’s distribu-
tion network and 44,000 copies through the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s publishing 
house and “bourgeois” distribution networks. By 15 September 1927, 
the KPD was distributing 170,000 copies (a 22 percent increase), while 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s publishing house was distributing 81,000 copies (a 
90 percent increase). Thanks to the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s distribution connec-
tions, it proved that the AIZ enjoyed an increasing readership beyond 
party circles, particularly after 1927.  107   In October 1931, Münzenberg 
could proudly proclaim that the AIZ was being published weekly with 
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a print run of up to 550,000 copies and was being read by over two 
million Germans per week.  108   

 Now compared to the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s membership numbers, its 
publishing ventures provide a much more powerful picture of the organ-
isation and its ability to spread its message of international solidarity. 

 In conclusion, the  Arbeiterhilfe  experienced a significant expansion 
between 1924 and 1932. It was transformed into a membership organisa-
tion with an organisational structure and its own hierarchy of function-
aries. It organised several major congresses and conferences, organised 
a multitude of events and it developed a vast illustrated press, which 
is best remembered as Münzenberg’s Red Media Empire only compa-
rable to the right-wing media empire controlled by Alfred Hugenberg. 
One could consider the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s closer affiliation to the CP as a 
disadvantage for its membership recruiting. If the main idea had been 
to attract sympathisers who did not, due to various reasons, wish to join 
the CP, why would they then join the  Arbeiterhilfe  if it was made into 
an official part of the communist movement? It seems therefore plau-
sible, that although fewer wished to officially become members of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe , significantly more people still enjoyed its illustrated press, 
its movies, agitprop theatre and its many solidarity festivals. In the end, 
the strength of the  Arbeiterhilfe  can not be measured in membership 
numbers, but in its ability to create an attractive culture of transnational 
solidarity, open to all sympathisers.      
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   The years 1924–1928 have traditionally been described as a period 
of ‘relative stabilisation’ in the history of the Weimar Republic, as 
Germany during these years was saved from both substantial foreign 
political burdens and from further extreme domestic crises. However, 
as Detlev Peukert argues, an “illusion of domestic stabilisation” has 
prevailed despite the fact that the period was rife with significant social 
conflicts which could only be called stable when compared to the first 
and last years of the Republic.  1   For the  German Communist Party  (KPD), 
the 1923 still-born October Revolution had had devastating conse-
quences. The party was banned in Germany until 1 March 1924 and 
between September 1923 and April 1924 it had lost over 40 percent of 
its membership base.  2   The social deprivation of the German workers 
remained high, however, and during the first months of 1924 a series 
of prolonged strikes hit the industrial areas of Germany.  3   In conjunc-
tion with this development, the  Arbeiterhilfe  found its new mission in 
the form of strike aid and support of all those living in destitution. The 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  efforts after 1924 could be summarised as an attempt to 
broaden its articulations of solidarity, as women and children of the 
German working class were actively integrated into the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
articulations of solidarity. 

 Having already looked at the importance of the Comintern’s decisions 
in Moscow in relation to the  Arbeiterhilfe , this chapter approaches the 
subject from the German perspective. The year 1924 is, in the history 
of the Weimar Republic, known as the year of struggle, as the number 
of working days lost due to strikes and lockouts rose to an all-time 
high.  4   Workers tried, in vain, to preserve their eight-hour workday that 
had been introduced in Germany by the revolutionary government in 
November 1918.  5   Up until late 1923, there had been high expectations 
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of the era of the “working union” but these soon turned to bitter disap-
pointment for the workers.  6   

 State authority in Germany was conferred largely through the German 
state’s social welfare policy. The social democrats perceived social welfare 
policy as being simply a means of raising the living standards of the 
working class. This idea of social policy was not limited to material 
assistance alone but included an attempt to form an ‘orderly family’ 
thus requiring intervention into peoples’ family life, health issues, 
sexuality, child-rearing and education. The long tradition of state pater-
nalism flourished during the Weimar Republic as both industry and the 
state authorities perceived social welfare policies as a means of moulding 
German workers into orderly subjects and thus creating social stability 
after years of revolutionary upheaval. Weitz (1997) suggests that it was 
precisely this combination of traditional state paternalism and the  Social 
Democratic Party’s  (SPD) social political programme which in Germany 
led to the broader enlargement of the Weimar Republic’s role in the field 
of social welfare.  7   

 There is no doubt that the German government’s social welfare poli-
cies advanced the material lives of the workers but, as Weitz states, its 
welfare programmes ultimately proved to be completely insufficient. 
This was especially true as the wave of rationalisation which hit German 
industry in 1924. Unemployment levels had never been so high, which 
soon caused a structural split within the German working class. On the 
one side, there were the employed and mostly skilled workers. On the 
other side, a large mass of structurally unemployed and jobless workers 
was developing. These unemployed formed a kind of sub-stratum within 
the German working class which was not only isolated from the “world 
of work” but also from the social democratic world of organisations 
and their cultural traditions.  8   These groups of workers and their fami-
lies were of special interest to the  Arbeiterhilfe,  just as other movements 
and parties had developed a special interest in, for example, women’s 
issues after female suffrage was introduced in 1918 in Germany.  9   From 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  perspective, it was – rightly or wrongly – assumed that 
this group of people would possess the weakest feelings of national soli-
darity as their nation had so obviously left them to their miserable fate 
as outsiders of the system and the national community. 

 In the first part of this chapter, I will elaborate on how the  Arbeiterhilfe  
turned away from general hunger relief in Germany and towards 
supporting “workers in their struggle”. Strike aid would constitute a 
significant new field within the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s international solidarity 
work from 1924 onwards. This engagement led to a significant expansion 
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of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s support system as, in the name of proletarian soli-
darity, it initiated to broaden its articulations of solidarity supporting the 
women and children of fighting workers. As the Russian relief campaign 
turned from saving to building socialism, so did the initial “Hunger in 
Germany” campaign build on saving the German workers from destruc-
tion. The second stage called, however, for a radical response to the 
unjust and unequal Weimar society and to global economic crisis which 
hit Germany after 1929 where the victims of oppression were empow-
ered by the transnational solidarity articulated by the  Arbeiterhilfe . How 
was the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s future role as an international solidarity organisa-
tion envisioned, and how was its radicalised message of solidarity justi-
fied in response to the “crisis of capitalism” that plummeted Weimar 
Germany into its worst crisis ever? The radicalisation is especially 
analysed through the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s visual representations and, in partic-
ular, the development of its logo.  

  From hunger relief to strike aid, 1924 

 Recent research has claimed that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s “militant” strike aid 
initiative was launched as late as 1929. The results of this chapter will, 
however, strongly refute this claim and illuminate both the origins and 
development of its strike aid initiative from 1924 onwards.  10   

 The main purpose of this section is to investigate how the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
message of international solidarity changed as it actively engaged in 
strike aid. The most characteristic element of the  Arbeiterhilfe’ s strike aid 
was that it always maintained an international dimension. No national 
or local strike was merely an issue for the workers of that region or 
country, but was turned into a struggle inspiring the engagement of 
workers across borders. Major strikes inspired the creation of significant 
transnational networks and imaginaries of an transnational working-
class community. 

 The question of strike aid was integrally connected with the conflict 
between the  Arbeiterhilfe  and the social democrats in Germany. The 
 Arbeiterhilfe  vigorously emphasised that, since the start of the wave of 
strikes in Germany in the beginning of 1924, the  General Federation of 
German Trade Unions  (ADGB) had been very unengaged in the struggle 
of the workers; and the “ADGB bureaucrats” were, according to the 
 Arbeiterhilfe,  effectively betraying the solidarity of the workers through 
their attacks on the  Arbeiterhilfe .  11   In their publications, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
provided a very heroic image of the workers, who were striking despite 
their harsh circumstances. According to the  Arbeiterhilfe , the workers 
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knew what was at stake; they knew that their struggles concerned 
the very survival of the German labour movement and working class. 
They knew that their only option was to prevail. In this context, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  pointed out that in many districts and cities, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was the one and only organisation that was providing practical aid to 
the strikers.  12   

 The stakes were high as one of the most fundamental symbols of 
the Weimar Republic, the introduction of the eight-hour workday, was 
successfully being contested by German industry in 1924. Alongside the 
image of a starving workers’ family on the front cover of the 1 May 1924 
issue of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s publication  Not und Brot (Need and Bread) , it 
declared: “Destitution and Hunger, because they defended the 8-hour 
day”.  13   The workers were, according to the  Arbeiterhilfe , suffering due to 
their convictions, making individual sacrifices in the name of the whole 
working class. Consequently, these struggling workers were presented as 
being legitimate recipients of the international solidarity of the working 
class, highlighting again the reciprocity of solidarity. They had fought 
for ‘us’, and hence it was the duty of all workers to assist them in return. 
The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s  Künstlerhilfe  committee made a major contribution 
to the campaign as it published a special booklet containing state-
ments and artwork in support of the eight-hour day. In his introduc-
tion, Alfons Paquet paid homage to the struggling workers, stating that 
“those Germans who were fighting for the eight-hour day were fighting 
for the future of their children”.  14   

 The first German governmental reports on the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s strike aid 
originated from January 1924. According to a report, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
had been active since December 1923 in the support of striking metal-
workers in Lüdenscheid and Altona. The local authorities had reported 
that, due to the distribution of bread and Soviet grain, the strikers’ posi-
tion had been considerably strengthened. According to this report, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  had initially provided needy workers’ families with bread 
and grain but, once the strike had started, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s provisions 
had been put at the disposal of the strike’s leadership.  15   Correspondence 
between the  Arbeiterhilfe  in both Berlin and Frankfurt-am-Main and the 
 Deutscher Metallarbeiterverband  (German Metalworkers’ Union) in Hanau 
confirms the early start of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  strike aid initiative in other 
parts of Germany as well. In Hanau at least, the first initiatives for strike 
aid came from the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s local representatives, and not from 
above.  16   

 On 16 March 1924, the German  Arbeiterhilfe  convened for a national 
congress in Berlin. The SPD and the ADGB had not yet dealt the 
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 Arbeiterhilfe  their final blow; and hence the congress was attended by an 
eclectic mix of social democrats, socialists and communists. Münzenberg 
held a speech where he appealed for assistance to the German fighting 
but starving workers, as the fate of the workers decided the fate of the 
German people.  17   

 As a result of this congress, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign against hunger 
in Germany was officially redirected away from the general “Notstands-
Speisungen (emergency provisioning)” to active support of workers in 
their struggle, to the victims of the economic crisis and to the building 
of proletarian children’s homes.  18   Typically the congress blessed a new 
mission and goal of the  Arbeiterhilfe  after the fact, when the  Arbeiterhilfe  
had already for months supported strikers in Germany. 

 In early May 1924, Münzenberg reported that German workers 
had clearly been made aware of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s support activities 
as almost 50 undecided requests for strike aid from various cities and 
towns had reached the  Arbeiterhilfe .  19   According to Münzenberg, these 
letters had either been sent from the central committees of trade unions 
( Gewerkschaftszentrale)  or from oppositional unions requesting food 
supplies for strikes that had been initiated against the will of the trade 
union’s “bigwigs”.  20   

 A new level of confusion was, however, reached as a result of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s shift from “philanthropic” relief work to strike aid in 1924. 
The shift towards assisting “workers in their struggle” caused the unfore-
seen consequence that many workers did not renew their trade union 
memberships in 1924 as they felt it was no longer necessary. If strike 
action was needed, many workers seemed to feel that they could simply 
rely on the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  assistance instead. For the Profintern and the 
Comintern, the spreading of such beliefs amongst the German workers 
was the worst imaginable outcome.  21   

 The result of the Comintern and the KPD’s insistence that the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  ‘radicalise’ its solidarity work was that workers not only 
confused the  Arbeiterhilfe  with the  Rote Hilfe,  but also with the trade 
unions. In an attempt to save the situation, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had to print 
a booklet which explained the relation between the  Arbeiterhilfe  and 
the trade unions by stating that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was indeed not a trade 
union and that it should not be assumed to be a reserve cash-box for the 
trade unions during strikes.  22   

 Preserved correspondence shows that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s practical soli-
darity work was not only financed by “Moscow gold” but also by locally 
collected funds. For example, the south-west district leadership of the 
German  Arbeiterhilfe  in Frankfurt-am-Main had made several requests 
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for financial support from the  Arbeiterhilfe  in Berlin but had been bluntly 
informed that their activities had to be mainly financed through their 
own fundraising. There were, of course, differences within Germany. For 
example, the German National Committee of the  Arbeiterhilfe  concluded 
that south-west Germany was perfectly capable of raising local funds 
if it was willing to make the effort, whereas regions such as the Ruhr, 
Saxony, Thuringia and central Germany were regarded as being inca-
pable of raising substantial funds.  23   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s funds originated partially from workers but also 
from individuals such as the eminent sociology professor, Franz 
Oppenheimer in Frankfurt-am-Main, who sent a personal cheque 
in support of the  Arbeiterhilfe .  24   However, in many cases, the dona-
tions that the  Arbeiterhilfe  received consisted of minimal amounts, for 
example, 20 pfennigs. In response to allegations that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
fundraising money was unaccounted for, the numbered fundraising lists 
were regularly published in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s  Bulletin.   25   When it came to 
strike aid, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was, therefore, partially self-sufficient. Severe 
problems arose later in 1924 when the  Arbeiterhilfe  requested permission 
from the German authorities to organise fundraising. In some areas, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s fundraising requests had initially been granted, but these 
had to be revoked in October 1924 when the Minister of the Interior 
sent to all  Landesregierungen  (constituent state governments) a strongly 
worded recommendation not to allow the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s fundraising 
activities due to their “communist character”.  26   

 It is highly relevant to note the parallel discourses, where on the one 
hand the  Arbeiterhilfe  was being described in public as an ingenious 
propaganda tool of the communist movement and a disguised arm of 
Soviet foreign policy. Although the leaders of the SPD and the ADGB 
together with the German authorities were certain of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
role as an active tool in the hands of the KPD, it appears that the KPD 
in 1924 was utterly uninterested in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  activities and was 
only sporadically informed of its activities. Moreover, it seems that a 
great deal of its provisions and funds were collected by a base of active 
supporters ‘from below’ – instead of being staged by Moscow gold.  27    

  From victims to active agents of solidarity 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s international solidarity campaign for German workers 
reached new heights after the introduction of the so-called Dawes Plan. 
The committee appointed by the Allies’ Reparations Commission to sort 
out Germany’s financial crisis had begun drawing up the Dawes Plan in 
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January 1924. On 9 April 1924, this committee presented a blueprint for 
the reorganisation of the German monetary system, including the offer 
of an international loan to Germany and the rewriting of the German 
reparations schedule. For the Germans, the Dawes Plan was generally 
thought to be acceptable as it finally brought the French occupation of 
the Ruhr to an end and also reduced Germany’s reparation payments, 
at least initially. A central component in the new treaty was the United 
States’s role as a central financial power in the reconstruction of Europe 
which would result in a significant inflow of American capital to Europe. 
The so-called London Agreement was signed by the Allies on 9 August 
1924, although it was not ratified by Germany until 30 August. Thus, 
the Dawes Plan came into effect on 1 September 1924 and the first 
Dawes Loan to Germany was issued in mid-October 1924, after which 
the German market started attracting a large share of foreign invest-
ment. Between 1925–1928, up to one-third of Germany’s total invest-
ment was mainly financed by American capital imports.  28   

 In response, the  Arbeiterhilfe  proclaimed that Germany’s deal with the 
Allies in fact resulted in rising costs of living, lower wages and longer 
working hours for the German workers. It was, therefore, the duty of 
the  Arbeiterhilfe,  it was proclaimed in September 1924, to prevent the 
“total enslavement” of the German working class and to assist it in its 
struggle against financial oppression. The “enslaved” German workers 
would soon be receiving “ coolie wages ”, symbolising the lowest salaried 
workers in the world and, therefore, the  Arbeiterhilfe  warned that if the 
implementation of the Dawes Plan was not prevented, it would mean 
the beginning of a new era of international capitalism defined by grave 
exploitation.  29   

 Only days after the signing of the London Agreement on 9 August 
1924, the  Arbeiterhilfe  claimed that the consequences of the “colonisa-
tion of Germany” had already become evident.  30   With this development 
in mind, supporting the resistance struggle of the German working class 
was declared to be the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s primary mission and Münzenberg 
even defined the campaign for the victims of the Dawes Plan as being 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s fourth major campaign, following the two campaigns 
for Russia in 1921–1923 and the German campaign of 1923.  31   

 In the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s rhetoric, developments in Germany were 
perceived as being integrally connected with the rest of the world. If 
the wage reductions and “enslavement” of the German working class 
were allowed, then it would function as a precursor for the workers of 
the world. Therefore, the  Arbeiterhilfe  proclaimed that the whole world 
should involve itself in the financial struggle of the German workers but, 
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as the  Arbeiterhilfe  also emphasised, the fate of the German working class 
would ultimately remain in the hands of the German workers them-
selves. They had to activate themselves for their own struggle; inter-
national solidarity was a necessity but without a true German will to 
fight, it would not be sufficient.  32   International solidarity could only be 
mobilised for those who made active resistance, while solidarity for the 
passive victims would make it resemble an act of charity. 

 The main proclamation made during the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign was 
that hunger as a phenomenon was not constrained within national 
borders but was, in essence, international. Therefore hunger was some-
thing that concerned everyone, from the rice worker of China to the 
American small peasant and the industrial centres of London, Paris, New 
York and Berlin. Hunger was international and it had to be fought on 
an international basis, the  Arbeiterhilfe  stated, echoing modern agendas 
of transnational social movements and NGOs.  33   The outcry “Need 
and Bread” (Not und Brot) supposedly echoed all over Germany not, 
however, as powerless begging but as a clear and loud call of the “self-
conscious” proletariat, the  Arbeiterhilfe  declared.  34   

 Hunger was being utilised as a method to keep the workers weak, it 
was argued and, therefore, it was absolutely everyone’s duty through the 
agency of the  Arbeiterhilfe  to prevent “mass murder” being committed 
by American–European industry. The  Arbeiterhilfe  called out to everyone 
who had preserved their “human heart and conscience” to prevent the 
impending oppression. The  Arbeiterhilfe  declared: We must stop thou-
sands of the best proletarians and their families being led to their deaths; 
hunger was not to be allowed once again to lead hundreds of thousands 
of workers prematurely to their graves; we must stop people committing 
suicide as a final solution. Only proletarian solidarity could remedy the 
situation, it was argued, and this remedy would be provided through 
the  Arbeiterhilfe . It was an outright declaration of war against hunger in 
Germany.  35   

 However, a serious allegation, which continued to haunt the 
 Arbeiterhilfe,  was that it was too philanthropic in its solidarity campaigns. 
As long as the  Arbeiterhilfe  was engaged in organising soup kitchens and 
providing food and bread to the German workers, its activities were 
continually criticised by the left-wing communists. Therefore a signifi-
cant change in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s articulations of solidarity can be seen, 
where the objects of solidarity were turned to active agents of interna-
tional solidarity who fought against their oppressors. 

 This change is effectively seen when comparing the visual representa-
tions of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of solidarity. The cover illustration 
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from a 1924 issue of  Not und Brot  portrays an elderly man standing on 
his own with his hands behind his back, under the eagle eye of police 
surveillance. Without doubt, this image projects a gloomy atmosphere, 
and the striking worker is portrayed even more clearly as the passive 
recipient of working-class solidarity and sympathy. Here, the depiction 
of social reality could be seen as a call for charity.  36   

 On the other hand, in 1929, when the  Arbeiterhilfe  published its 
“United in their Fight against Capitalist Tyranny” image, it was projecting 
a completely different message of solidarity. Instead of a solitary worker, 
this image shows a whole group of strong, young men prepared to 
fight. They are united in their struggle, fists clenched, prepared to fight 
against social injustice. Here, the message of solidarity is not one based 
on pity. Instead, this message of solidarity urges others to join those 
already fighting, to unite with the fighting columns of workers. Images 
of suffering are changed to images of active resistance, although the 
backdrop of both images if formed by the actual social deprivation and 
oppression of the workers. With this change in its visual representation 
of solidarity, the danger of confusing the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of soli-
darity with charity was effectively erased.  37   As shown in the following 
section, this form of radicalisation also encompassed the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
solidarity work for women and children.  

  Solidarity for the women and children of the workers 

 At the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s congress held in March 1924, the most significant 
resolutions dealt with the fight against the dismantling of the welfare 
system in Germany. The  Arbeiterhilfe  expressed its support for the 
expansion of the public welfare programme, but stressed at the same 
time its strict opposition to “bourgeois charity”. As shown below, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s social political work was very strongly constructed on a 
stark visualisation of the dichotomy between the rich and the poor in 
society.  38   

 The main point of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s social political programme was 
to highlight the need to support the whole worker family. In fact, as it 
was expressed in one leaflet, the  Arbeiterhilfe  also considered the whole 
worker family during strikes and lockouts. The  Arbeiterhilfe  declared: 
“Striking workers, think about your children! Without aid, they will 
starve during the strike”. Here the  Arbeiterhilfe  could step in as the care-
taker either through the children’s homes or through food distribution. 
Every army was lost, the  Arbeiterhilfe  declared, if it was not provided 
with munitions during the struggle. 
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 Since the beginning of the German hunger campaign in the autumn 
of 1923, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had shone the spotlight on the plight of the 
German workers’ children. In very melodramatic language, the desperate 
state of the children made the headlines in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign 
newspapers, journals and leaflets. The most effective use of children 
in order to win sympathy and solidarity was Käthe Kollwitz’s artwork 
from the “Mappe Hunger” which included her lithographs ‘Germany’s 
Children are Starving’ and ‘Bread!’ published by the  Arbeiterhilfe  in 
early 1924. In  Sichel und Hammer,  the state of the working-class children 
was expressively utilised to mobilise the workers to fight. This illustra-
tion effectively depicted the Weimar Republic as a state where the rich 
and wealthy were feasting while working families were holding their 
malnourished babies and small children. The existence of a national 
solidarity was passionately challenged and, instead, the forces of order 
were presented as being the ones causing the starvation of the workers’ 
children. The illustration below clearly shows how the  Arbeiterhilfe  
attempted to construct a significant ‘other’ represented by the vulgar, 
inhuman bourgeois; and how it tried to create a bond of solidarity 
between the oppressed workers.  39             

 The construction of this bourgeois/capitalist ‘other’ was vividly 
emphasised in the context of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s child relief. In a further 
attempt to both dehumanise the bourgeois capitalist and mobilise 
workers to fight, the  Arbeiterhilfe  published an article by Otto Rühle 
on child prostitution in January 1930, where the sexual appetite of 
the bourgeois man is depicted in similar terms. Here, working-class 
children and virgin girls are depicted as being special delicacies sought 
after by bourgeois men. They were not, however, only described as 
objects of desire but also presented as being a valuable commodity 
for brothels where there was a constant demand for “green fruit”. As 
a result, there was a whole network of agents whose mission it was to 
reach the most desperate workers’ quarters and shattered proletarian 
families.  40   

 The only way to prevent this ravaging and to rescue working-class 
children from the jaws of capitalism, starvation and brutal exploitation 
was, according to the  Arbeiterhilfe,  through international solidarity. 

 On 17 March 1924, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s  Reichsvorstand  (German National 
Executive) decided that child relief work was to become a perma-
nent part of the organisation.  41   The  Arbeiterhilfe  mission’s was to save 
Germany’s malnourished workers’ children through proletarian chil-
dren’s homes where the children could regain their physical and mental 
health. “Help, so that the working class will be healthy and strong”, the 



134 The International Workers’ Relief, Communism, and Transnational Solidarity

 Arbeiterhilfe  declared. If the next generation is made weak, all progress 
was meaningless.  42   

 During its “Hunger in Germany” campaign, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had 
directed its aid to all children facing starvation but, due to its shift 
towards strike aid, the  Arbeiterhilfe  stressed hereafter in its publications 

 Figure 6.1      ‘Fünf Jahre Ordnung! Eure Kinder Verhungern! (Five Years of Order! 
Your Children are Starving to Death!)’ (1923)  

Source: Sichel und Hammer 2 (30.11.1923).
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that its relief work was being specifically directed to the children of 
disciplined workers (Gemaßregeleten) and those of the unemployed.  43   

 After the initial stage of establishing children’s homes, arranging 
transport and holiday camps, the  Arbeiterhilfe  developed two separate 

Figure 6.2      Käthe Kollwitz, ‘Brot! (Bread!)’ (1924)  

Source: Käthe Kollwitz Museum, Cologne/VG-Bild-Kunst.
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 Arbeiterhilfe  children sections. The so-called “ Pioniere  (Pioneer)” groups 
were set up for the younger children, while the Youth Section was set up 
for the older children and teenagers. 

 Initially there was a tendency to victimise women and children. They 
were perceived as being weak and mainly the passive recipients of soli-
darity. As Kollwitz’s lithograph ‘Bread!’ shows, the women in their role 
as mothers were left desperate, exhausted and hungry while the men 
were out fighting against social injustice. So, although the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  
strike aid had protected the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign from accusations of 
being charity work, the way it was portraying the plight of women and 
children itself triggered feelings of solidarity and sympathy that risked 
further accusations of philanthropic charity work. 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity campaigns had had during its initial years 
an ambiguous relationship to women. Often they were presented as being 
victims of the capitalist society, thrown into poverty and despair. While 
the men were either at work, striking or locked out, the women were 
generally left at home to take care of the children. In order to support the 
strikers, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  solidarity was, therefore, directed towards the 
working-class woman in order to enable her man to struggle, to free him 
from the burden of a starving family and to devote his energies to the 
common fight for social justice. This notion of a victimised and utterly 
passive woman was during the latter part of the 1920s significantly chal-
lenged. The  Arbeiterhilfe  was calling for the women to finally liberate 
themselves from passivity and to rise up in resistance. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
message of solidarity was no longer directed to the victimised, but to the 
fighting woman. As the following illustration shows, this newly born 
active force in the class struggle took expression in women heading off 
to the fight, waving the flag of socialism. Significantly, what seems to be 
driving the women is not merely ideological conviction, but in their role 
as mothers, fighting against social injustice.  44        

 The shift towards portraying women as active agents of interna-
tional solidarity was not, however, immediate. Alongside images of this 
new strong woman were portrayals of “weaker” women or despairing 
women which continued to be used, especially, for example, when the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  used illustrations by Kollwitz whose prevailing theme was 
that of a suffering mother.  45   

 In addition to its efforts to activate the women living in Germany 
and the capitalist West, the  Arbeiterhilfe’s  relief work for women also 
included the glorification of the ‘new’ woman in the Soviet Union. This 
“Soviet woman” was, for example, described in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s publi-
cation  Mahnruf  as a type unknown in Western Europe, as the Soviet 
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 Figure 6.3      ‘Sollen die Kinder die Opfer sein? (Must the Children Be the Victims?)’ 
(1927)  

Source: Deutsches Historisches Museum.
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woman was completely free. She was declared to be free both from capi-
talism and from her role as a second-class creature under the oppression 
of men. The message to the German women was clear: even you can 
achieve such a liberation if you fight for the international solidarity of 
the working class.  46   

 As a consequence of the women’s new active role, a separate Women’s 
Section was officially founded in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s German national 
congress during Easter 1929. Separate women’s sections were then 
founded and, in 1930, the  Arbeiterhilfe  allegedly organised 468 meet-
ings for women which in total were attended by 17,900 people. It also 
launched a specific journal for women called  Der Weg der Frau  (The Way 
of the Woman) in 1931.  47   

 In conclusion, as part of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of international 
solidarity, women were transformed from being mere passive recipients 
of solidarity, into subjects actively fighting for the working class and its 
children in the name of international solidarity. Finally, people were not 
asked to pity women, but to join them at the barricades.  

  Reshaping the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s logo 

 As a way of illustrating this radicalisation of the  Arbeiterhilfe,  where the 
focus is shifted from the victims to the active agents of solidarity, or the 
transformation of the victims to committed fighters, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
insignia acts as a perfect subject for analysis. When the  Arbeiterhilfe  origi-
nally launched its trademark logo, it showed a malnourished, weak male 
figure hanging on to a carriage wheel. Clearly, this was a frail figure 
desperately calling for solidarity.  48   

 However, as the  Arbeiterhilfe  articulations of solidarity were radical-
ised, so was the ailing figure in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s logo. This was expres-
sively clear in the versions published in 1931 and 1932. The same theme 
was preserved in the logo but, as can be seen in a 1931 version, signifi-
cant changes had been made. The male figure had by 1931 turned into 
a muscular man communicating strength, resilience and the power 
of international solidarity. The next year the signals of strength were 
maximised and a new kind of militancy overwhelmed the figure. If the 
male figure in the original version was gazing dejectedly downwards and 
in the second version his head was raised in determination, the final 
figure turned his gaze defiantly upwards, stressing his preparedness to 
fight and to defend the honour of international solidarity. Furthermore, 
in the final version, the wheel held by the male figure was turned towards 
the viewer, perhaps as part of a final effort to get rid of the wheel itself, 
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symbolising complete empowerment and liberation. One could argue 
that the changes in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s visual representation of solidarity 
in its logo were a direct result of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s radicalisation during 
the early 1930s. Such radicalisation or militarisation of workers’ symbols 
during the Weimar period can also be seen more generally as images of 
brotherly handshakes were replaced with clenched fists signalling the 
preparedness to fight.  49        

 In correspondence to the changes in the logo, Münzenberg stated 
in October 1931 explicitly that  Arbeiterhilfe  was facing an important 
crossroad. Until then, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had been too extensively an 
aid organisation, but hereafter it was to become an active part of the 
fighting Red united front. “We are not only the ‘provisioning column’ 
(Proviantkolonne), but also the ‘fighting column’ (Sturmkolonne) in 
the struggle against capitalism, for the enforcement of socialism upon 
Earth”.  50   

 In conclusion, between 1924–1932, the  Arbeiterhilfe  developed its 
international solidarity work in Germany into a broad support base 
for “workers in their struggle”. In this chapter, I have argued that this 
encompassed a significant effort on the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  part to broaden 
the concept of its international solidarity work within Germany. 
Significantly, women and children were actively included in its solidarity 
work, initially primarily as the passive victims of their financial struggle, 
and then as both active participants and bearers of international soli-
darity. A general radicalisation of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of solidarity 
was also realised in 1924 through the switch from general hunger relief 
to active support of the workers’ resistance to social injustice.  
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   Inspector Edward Everson of the Louza Police Station in Shanghai 
shouted: “Stop, if you do not stop I will shoot” on 30 May 1925. A 
large crowd of demonstrating students were then approaching the 
police station near Nanjing Road in Shanghai. The crowd did not back 
away and Inspector Everson gave the order to fire. However, “nobody 
heard, so he snatched a rifle from one of the men and fired the first shot 
himself”. The Municipal Police, consisting of British, Sikh and Chinese 
policemen, were expected by law to shoot to kill in the event of danger 
to life and property. Moments later, four young men lay dead on the 
street and a further eight passed away later. In the trial that followed, 
all of the witnesses agreed that the crowd had been “good-humoured 
almost up until the last”, although some reports claimed that the 
angry protesters had been shouting vehemently “Kill the foreigners!” 
The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs even prepared a dossier on the 
dead men, including photographs of the white shirts worn by two of 
them, showing that they had been shot in the back. As Bickers (2003) 
concludes, it was Britain’s “single biggest disaster in China”, and would 
result in a violent wave of anti-British and anti-foreign rallies all over 
the country.  1   

 Even the Soviet ambassador in Beijing, Karachan, had smugly stated 
that the Soviet Union did not in fact need to incite the Chinese against 
the imperialists, as the imperialists were doing it all by themselves.  2   What 
is less well-known, however, is that within weeks, demonstrations organ-
ised by the  Arbeiterhilfe  for the Chinese people appeared in Germany in 
the name of international solidarity, with the workers of the West being 
urged to send their assistance to the fighting Chinese people. 

 This chapter is written within the context of the Comintern’s involve-
ment in the colonial liberation movement. It is not, however, written 

     7 
 Towards a Global International 
Solidarity, 1924–1926   
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from the perspective of Soviet foreign policy or interstate relations, but 
seeks to understand how the early transnational solidarity networks 
and movements between the workers of the West and the colonials 
were developed by the  Arbeiterhilfe . It has recently been argued that the 
aftermath of World War Two signalled a rupture of ‘the global’ both 
within and on the national plane which destabilised identities based 
on national membership. The rise of the global imaginary within the 
Cold War context was thus facilitated by the freer circulation of images, 
people and materials across borders through counter-cultural “new 
social movements”. The post-1945 era has also been described as the 
era when humanitarianism ‘went global’.  3   The chapter at hand brings 
to light the often forgotten transnational and global movements and 
networks for international solidarity in the context of anti-imperialism 
and anti-colonialism. In conjunction with Iriye (2002), who emphasises 
the already rising role of international organisations in the forming of 
the global community during the interwar period, it can be argued that 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  was, during the 1920s, making significant transnational 
connections in the fields of both cultural and social internationalism 
as these areas involved questions and problem areas that went beyond 
the national frameworks and required international solutions.  4   In addi-
tion to the question of hunger and poverty which had preoccupied the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  in Soviet Russia and Germany, the question of national 
liberation from the “oppression of imperialism” represented one of 
these global issues. This was a significant shift away from the traditional 
understanding of “international”, primarily meaning relations within 
the Western world (Europe, North America and Australia), towards 
a truly global international solidarity which embraced a new kind of 
connection between the people of the West and the Third World. 

 After the First World War had ended and the world had gathered in 
Paris for the Versailles peace negotiations in 1919, the main buzzword 
was Woodrow Wilson’s principle of national self-determination. 
However, instead of producing a new world order based on national 
self-determination, the peace treaty confirmed and provided the British, 
French and Japanese empires with significant territorial gains. The treaty 
delivered in effect the zenith of imperial expansion, and the British 
Empire, for example, became larger than it had ever previously been. 
However, as Manela (2007) points out, territorial control was not a suffi-
cient factor in maintaining an empire when its legitimacy was all the 
more undermined by the principle of national self-determination that 
spurred national liberation movements especially in the colonial world. 
If the end of the First World War had briefly generated a strong belief 
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amongst colonial nationalists that their national self-government and 
equality in international relations would be honoured, the peace negoti-
ation quickly turned these expressed hopes into embittered upheavals.  5   

 Although the “Wilsonian moment” passed without any direct conse-
quences for the imperial order, it did bring about popular movements 
in the colonies and established transnational networks of nationalist 
activists united by global ambitions: the creation of a new interna-
tional order where all nations were recognised as equal and sovereign. 
As a consequence of the shattered illusions in Paris in 1919, a strong 
incentive for rising up against the West was produced.  6   Wilson was not, 
after all, the only one who had embraced the language of national self-
determination. In Moscow, the newly founded Comintern advocated 
a strong anti-imperialist rhetoric which also embraced the principle of 
self-determination. Contrary to the false hopes of Versailles, the Kremlin 
and the Comintern embraced the colonial liberation movements and, 
in 1920, the Comintern turned its attention towards the colonial ques-
tion. As Young states (2001), “for the first time, anti-colonial activists 
from all over the world assembled to debate a common strategy against 
imperialist power”.  7   

 It has recently been claimed that the term ‘solidarity’ was not used 
in the context of the Comintern and the Soviet Union’s support of the 
colonial and semi-colonial liberation movements. Instead, it has been 
argued that, since the colonial question involved the interests of the 
Soviet state, it became increasingly difficult to distinguish between 
international solidarity and loyalty to the Soviet Union.  8   

 This chapter will contradict and nuance these statements through 
the reintroduction of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s and the Comintern’s first major 
anti-imperialist campaigns in Europe and the world and in doing so 
will focus on the Chinese liberation movement in 1925.  9   How was the 
situation of the Chinese workers brought to life in Germany and what 
kind of connotations did the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of international soli-
darity entail? Why, indeed, would the dire plight of the Chinese workers 
and peasants have any meaning for the workers of Weimar Germany, 
let alone inspire them to express their support and solidarity?  

  Forging the alliance between the Bear and the Dragon 

 As a direct result of the Versailles Peace Treaty, Soviet Russia perceived 
China as a natural ally in its fight against imperialism.  10   Developments 
in China were, from Moscow’s perspective, full of promise. One of the 
major sources of indignation confirmed by the Versailles Treaty was that 
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the German colonies in China were not handed back to China but were, 
according to an agreement between Japan, Britain and France, taken 
over by the Japanese Empire. As news of the terms of the Versailles Treaty 
reached Beijing, a massive protest movement was organised by young 
Chinese nationalist students. The so-called Fourth of May Movement of 
1919 paved the way for the emergence of modern China, as both nation-
alists and socialists started seeking allegiances which would help China 
achieve national self-determination.  11   The Fourth of May Movement 
would also find a strong echo in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign of 1925, as 
discussed further below. 

 The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) was founded in 1921, but it 
remained a relatively weak organisation throughout the 1920s. It was 
instead Sun Yat-sen’s nationalist movement, the Guomindang, which 
was Soviet Russia’s main alliance partner in China. In an effort to form 
a strong nationalist platform, Sun Yat-sen formed an alliance with the 
Soviet Union and cooperated with the CCP. It was predicted that the 
Guomindang and the CCP, with Soviet support, would become more 
powerful in the struggle for anti-imperialist nationalism in China. From 
the perspective of the CCP and Moscow, this united front with the 
‘bourgeois-nationalists’ was merely a tactical one to be maintained only 
until the CCP had grown strong enough to take independent action.  12   
By the end of 1924, Soviet prestige and influence had increased signifi-
cantly throughout China. If India had earlier been perceived as being 
the hub of the Asian revolution, China represented from now onwards 
the main arena and hope for a revolutionary development in Asia.  13   
For the British authorities, the increasing influence of Moscow in China 
was a matter of extreme urgency. At stake was not only the loss of its 
influence in China, but the fear of a weakening British Empire if the 
Chinese disorder and protests were spread to the crown jewel of the 
Empire, India.  14    

  The Arbeiterhilfe enters East Asia 

 The hitherto unknown origins of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s engagement with 
East Asia had already begun in conjunction with the disastrous earth-
quake that had devastated the Tokyo area on 1 September 1923, resulting 
in over 100,000 casualties. When Münzenberg travelled to Moscow 
in mid-September 1923, he was put in charge of organising a relief 
campaign for the Japanese.  15   On 1 October, Münzenberg was assigned 
by the Comintern to send a letter to all of the  Central Committees  (CC) 
of the  Communist Parties  (CP) regarding the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s forthcoming 
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campaign for the Japanese peasants and workers.  16   This clearly shows 
that although the Comintern was concerned with the revolution in the 
West, it did not put aside the development of the Asian situation. This 
constituted in effect the beginning of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s engagement in 
East Asia and the launch of a completely new kind of international soli-
darity campaign both in Europe and the world.  17   

 On 20 October 1923, the  Arbeiterhilfe  published its first  Bulletin  on its 
relief committee for Japan.  18   However, due to the simultaneous wors-
ening social crisis in Germany, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity campaign for 
Japan was called off on Münzenberg’s suggestion on 24 October, the very 
same day that the  German Communist Party  (KPD) decided to halt the 
revolutionary struggle in Germany. As shown in Chapter 4, Münzenberg 
insisted that all means and energy were instead to be concentrated on 
the German hunger campaign. Münzenberg then instructed Zinoviev 
to let the Japanese delegation and unions in Shanghai take over the 
funds already allocated for the Japanese relief campaign.  19   Thus, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s initial venture in Asia was almost over before it had 
started. 

 The first references in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s publications on the situation 
in China are dated 30 September 1924, as the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s members in 
Germany were informed of a vast flood in China which had cost the 
lives of 50,000 people and had left many thousands more homeless and 
without provisions. According to the  Arbeiterhilfe , no one amongst the 
European bourgeois cared for these victims, as they were only concerned 
about how the lands of China could be plundered and exploited. If the 
“imperialist countries” were China’s natural enemies, then the natural 
ally and protector of China and of the peoples of Asia was consequently 
presented as being the Soviet Union.  20   In October 1924, Münzenberg 
had concluded that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was faced with major aid campaigns 
that would require an expansion of the organisation. Aiding the flood 
victims in China was highlighted by Münzenberg as being one of the 
most urgent calls for assistance.  21   However, the China campaign of 
1924 was never developed into a major campaign. For the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
global ambitions in East Asia though, it proved instead to be an essential 
second step forward after the Japan relief operation. 

 The floods occurred as tensions in China regarding Anglo-French-
American imperialism were visibly increasing. On 5 September 1924, 
the Presidium of the Central Council of Trade Unions in China declared 
that they had formed a “Hands off China” society, which was supposed 
to function as a model to be replicated elsewhere. Later in September a 
permanent “Hands off China” committee was appointed in Moscow.  22   
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On 3 October 1924, it was reported that the  Arbeiterhilfe  had joined 
the “Hands off China” committee and also a  Relief Committee for the 
Support of the Financially Severely Flood-Affected Masses  (“Hilfskomitee 
zur Unterstützung der von der Überschwemmung wirtschaftlich schwer 
geschädigten Massen”). The latter had allegedly been formed by the 
Soviet ambassador Karachan in Beijing.  23   Karachan had also sent a tele-
graph from Beijing to the  Arbeiterhilfe  in Berlin and requested them to 
send a delegation to Beijing.  24   

 It was not, however, only the  Arbeiterhilfe  that was establishing contact 
with China. Chinese delegations were also getting in contact with the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  in Germany. For example, during the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s congress 
organised in the  Maistersaal  in Berlin on 26 October 1924, a Chinese 
delegation was present. According to newspaper reports, the Chinese 
Yan Han Ling (also referred to as Yan Han Lun) had made a profound 
impression when he gave a speech on the political and financial crisis 
in China.  25   He was allegedly part of a Chinese delegation heading from 
Paris to Moscow that had stopped over in Berlin and established contact 
with the  Arbeiterhilfe . According to Yan Han Ling, it was essential to 
form an  Arbeiterhilfe  committee in China as the Red Cross was currently 
the only organisation in China caring for the poor or the victims of the 
recent flood. As Yan Han Ling stated, how significant indeed it would 
be, if the idea of solidarity was established in the largest country in the 
world?  26   

 On 1 December 1924 the Orgbüro of the  Executive Committee of the 
Communist International  (ECCI) approved a resolution that provided the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  with the mandate to initiate solidarity campaigns in China, 
Japan and the colonial countries where the masses had not reached 
class consciousness but were engaged in national liberation struggles 
against European and American imperialism. Its material assistance was 
to be accompanied by campaigns that would elaborate on the solidarity 
between the workers of the world and the nationally oppressed peoples 
in the colonial countries.  27   It was concluded that:

  The economically or ideologically backward masses of these countries 
[the colonial countries] need to be shown that there is no solidarity 
between the [oppressive] imperialists of Europe and America and the 
European and American workers, but that oppressed nations and the 
fighting proletariat as a class are natural allies.  28     

 Equally, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s unspoken mission was to convince and 
educate the Western workers on the relevance of this transnational 
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global community, as this newly imagined community was most likely 
not generally accepted or even comprehended by the workers at the 
time. 

 However, a dent in the  Arbeiterhilfe’s  global ambitions was delivered 
by the Secretariat of the  Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks)  RCP(B) as 
it on 30 March 1924 had decided that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s Russian National 
Committee was to be “dissolved”. This order was carried out on 15 
April.  29   Münzenberg was devastated by the ruling which only left the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s bureau in central Moscow in place. As he explained in a 
letter to the CC of the RCP(B), he could understand that the Russians 
thought the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s presence as a relief organisation in European 
Russia was perhaps no longer necessary, but surely not in Asia? In the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  view, it was natural to extend its organisation to Asia, espe-
cially to Japan, China, Korea and India; and to Afghanistan, Persia and 
Turkestan in Central Asia. And such an expansion of the  Arbeiterhilfe  was 
also in accordance with the Comintern’s directives, Münzenberg main-
tained in a bold step to contradict the RCP(B)’s and the Comintern’s 
rulings. Now, the Soviet Union was more or less excluded from the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s ongoing international campaigns and its newspapers, 
illustrated journals and bulletins. Münzenberg could not believe that 
it was the intention of the RCP (B) to exclude the Soviet Union from 
these international solidarity campaigns.  30   Münzenberg was not heard, 
but events in China provided instead the  Arbeiterhilfe  the opportunity to 
create a major anti-imperialist movement in Germany and the world.  

  The Thirtieth of May and the rise of a global 
international solidarity 

 The demonstrations on 30 May, that would end in the shooting of several 
Chinese demonstrators had originally been inspired by striking Chinese 
workers in a Japanese-owned mill in Shanghai. A scuffle had broken out 
between the strikers and the Japanese managers on 15 May and one of 
the strikers, a young man, was injured in the fight. He died two days 
later, providing the Shanghai labour movement with its first important 
martyr, which in effect turned the economic struggle into a nationalist 
movement. However, as the foreign authorities pressured the Chinese 
newspapers not to report the incident, the student movement took it 
upon themselves to organise mass memorial meetings. However, to start 
lecturing against imperialism in the foreigners’ quarters was not without 
its dangers and could lead to immediate arrests. In order to ensure a 
successful demonstration, the students cooperated and prepared the 
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demonstrations set for 30 May with the CC of the CCP, which included 
several university professors.  31   

 The “Thirtieth of May Movement” unleashed a wave of strikes at the 
other treaty-bound ports and, on 19 June, general strikes took place. For 
example, in Shanghai and Hong Kong Chinese workers refused either to 
board or to unload British ships, and British companies were boycotted. 
The outrage against the British gained new momentum when British 
troops opened fire on demonstrating cadets, students and workers in 
Shameen, Guangzhou’s diplomatic quarter, killing 52 and wounding over 
100 more demonstrators. This incident was later named the “Shameen 
Massacre”. The Thirtieth of May movement resulted in the first large-
scale united protest of nationalists in revolt against foreign rule on the 
one hand and workers striking against their working conditions in the 
foreign-owned factories on the other. Furthermore, the Thirtieth of May 
movement significantly strengthened the CCP both in Shanghai and in 
other parts of the country.  32   

 How, then, was the Thirtieth of May movement turned into a global 
affair? A central prerequisite was the creating of an organisational 
network between the  Arbeiterhilfe  in Berlin and China. Already during 
the autumn of 1924, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s CC in Berlin had given Karl Müller 
the task of organising the  Arbeiterhilfe  in China in the context of the 
campaign for the flood victims, although it appears that he never left 
for China.  33   Müller was a Swiss communist whose real name was Hans 
Itschner (1887–1962). Itschner had previously worked for the  Arbeiterhilfe  
in both Berlin and Paris, but had been arrested by the police in Paris on 
29 March 1924 under suspicion of being a Bolshevik agitator and had 
been sentenced to one year in prison.  34   Thanks to contacts to the Soviet 
Foreign Minister, Georgi Chicherin, the  Arbeiterhilfe  managed to move 
Itschner to Moscow, where he started working for the  Arbeiterhilfe .  35   

 However, in late April 1925, Itschner was still in Moscow, from where 
he wrote to the ECCI that the  Arbeiterhilfe  did not at the time have 
any specific campaign in China, as its campaign for the flood victims 
had long since been wound up. The task of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s delega-
tion heading to China was at the time, according to Itschner, to support 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s ongoing campaigns, namely the relief campaign for 
workers’ children in Germany, the campaign for the victims of the Dawes 
Plan in Germany and the international campaign for the workers’ loan 
to the Soviet Union. These were campaigns that the Comintern had 
approved and, as Itschner explained, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had always inter-
preted its mandates as being worldwide, and hence it could activate its 
solidarity campaigns in every corner of the world.  36   
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 Itschner was finally able to leave Moscow for Beijing around 27 May 
1925 together with the German communist using the alias Friedrich 
Lienhard, whose real name was Karl Schulz (1884–1933).  37   Schulz, 
was a political émigré and had since early 1925 been working for the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  in Moscow. Ironically, when they left Moscow, Schulz and 
Itschner had no idea that China was about to be thrown into the worst 
anti-imperialist turmoil since 1919. Prior to their departure, they had 
prepared a work plan for the  Arbeiterhilfe  in China that, according to 
Itschner, suggested that they only do preparatory work during the first 
weeks or months before going public. However, when they arrived, the 
Thirtieth of May incident had totally altered the situation in China and 
the main objective of the Chinese  Arbeiterhilfe  now became supporting 
the Shanghai movement. According to Itschner, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s new 
programme in China had been decided during a joint meeting together 
with representatives of the CCP, the Comintern and the Profintern. In 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s first published appeal in China, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had 
called for the “Oppressed peoples, oppressed classes, unite!” According 
to Itschner, this appeal had been enthusiastically received, and it had 
allegedly also been published in the main Chinese press.  38   

 On 15 June, Münzenberg informed Moscow that the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was prepared to do anything for the China campaign, but was in 
urgent need of material on China from Moscow. Once the mate-
rial arrived, Münzenberg promised to utilise the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s illus-
trated press for the campaign, publish appeals and, if Moscow could 
provide it with the documentary film “Das Dokument von Shanghai 
(The Document from Shanghai)”, then the  Arbeiterhilfe  could cause 
a major stir, Münzenberg assured them. The film was not, however, 
released until 1928.  39   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  published the first issue of its new  Bulletin für China/
for China/pour la Chine  on 19 June. Five days later, Münzenberg sent 
an extensive report to Otto Wille Kuusinen on the China campaign. In 
his report, Münzenberg confirmed that from the first moment they had 
heard of the strike in Shanghai they had investigated the possibility of 
organising a campaign for China. As one of its first actions, in addition 
to publishing its  Bulletin for China  and founding a press central for the 
China campaign, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had begun to organise mass meetings 
and demonstrations with Chinese delegates in the cities of Europe. In 
order to create the right momentum, Münzenberg asked if the Comintern 
could inform all its national sections that the Comintern supported the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s China campaign through its apparatus, networks and press. 
Furthermore, Münzenberg proposed to the Comintern that it support 
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the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s request to the RCP(B) for all fundraising for China in 
the Soviet Union to be sent through the  Arbeiterhilfe .  40   This last request 
was, however, politely declined by the ECCI.  41    

  Making the local global 

 How, then, did the  Arbeiterhilfe  try to create these new bonds of transna-
tional solidarity, how was its message of international solidarity justi-
fied? The  Arbeiterhilfe  summoned the workers of the world to embark 
on a grand mission: to stop the imperialist powers from oppressing the 
Chinese striking workers. These were not some far-off incidents, it was 
argued, but events highly relevant for the workers of Germany, Europe 
and for the rest of the world.  42   As the  Arbeiterhilfe  argued:

  The struggle of the Chinese workers is your struggle; their defeat is 
your defeat; their victory is your victory. 450 million workers and 
peasants have to be helped to free themselves from the clutches of 
the imperialistic robbers.  43     

 This appeal was directed at all revolutionary workers, all friends of the 
struggling proletariat and to all humanitarians (Menschenfreunde), 
who together could secure the very “existence, human worth and 
national freedom” of the struggling workers, peasants and intellectuals 
of China.  44   

 As this appeal reveals, a significant factor often overlooked in the 
analysis of international solidarity, is its emotional character.  45   This 
time, in its very first appeal, printed on the front page of the  Bulletin 
for China , the severity of the situation was expressed in order to both 
increase the feeling of compassion and establish a human connection. 
Perhaps the geographical distance to the events demanded the usage 
of an even stronger emotional language. It was stated that the situa-
tion of the Chinese workers was simply unbearable: the “coolies” were 
the poorest, most exploited and destitute workers in the world. The 
fate of children was again effectively used to establish a fundamental 
emotional bond of social solidarity. It was described how in Shanghai’s 
foreign quarters alone, 25,000 children under the age of 12 years were 
generally working 12 hours a day; the children received almost no pay, 
the living conditions resembled that of slavery and, in the northern and 
south-western parts of China, the food situation was so appalling that 
cannibalism was on the increase.  46   
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 However, a narrative of suffering was not a sufficient foundation for 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity campaign, if it was not to be confused with 
charitable relief. Suffering and unbearable exploitation constituted the 
emotional backbone and moral foundation of the campaign, but it had 
to be combined with the active resistance and liberation struggle of the 
Chinese people. The essential departure point and prerequisite for the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity campaign was the indignation of the Chinese 
and their rising up against their oppressors, the very awakening of the 
Chinese people. As pointed out by Fitzgerald (1996), ‘awakening’ is a 
vague concept that simply refers to a “transition in a state of conscious-
ness from sleep to wakefulness”. Nationalists in China were, however, 
unwilling to let the people wake up to their nationhood by themselves 
and emphasised the importance of awakening the nation through 
reformers and revolutionaries.  47   The same could easily be said about the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s efforts to awaken international solidarity. 

 This awakening was very effectively illustrated by the  Arbeiterhilfe  
through a drawing by Deni (Denissow) originally published in  Pravda . 
Here, a strong Chinese male figure in ragged clothes, fists clenched and 
with a facial expression signalling a determined commitment to fight is 
depicted. The social misery described in detail by the  Arbeiterhilfe  provided 
the Chinese with the moral right to rise up in resistance against oppres-
sion, which also made him the perfect recipient of international solidarity 
as this campaign could not in any way be confused with charity.  48   

 The initial strike in Shanghai had perhaps not been in of itself suffi-
cient to turn it into a global matter, but it was instead the reaction of the 
European forces in Shanghai that had turned the strike into an issue for 
the whole of China and, according to the  Arbeiterhilfe , for the workers of 
the world. As claimed by the  Arbeiterhilfe,  the forces of order had ignited 
the indignation of the Chinese and as the  Arbeiterhilfe  put it, it was like 
a spark hitting gunpowder, freeing the explosive power of the oppressed 
against imperialism.  49   This description was perhaps not too far off the 
mark as the strike movement had indeed spread like wildfire throughout 
China. 

 On 20 June 1925, the day after its first  Bulletin for China  had been 
published, Münzenberg sent a telegramme to the Chinese government. 
Münzenberg’s message to the Chinese confirmed that the  Arbeiterhilfe  
had initiated a relief campaign based on the warmest sympathy (heißeste 
Sympathie) and practical solidarity. Another telegramme had been sent 
to a “strike committee” in Shanghai in which it was declared that appeals 
for money, clothes and provisions had begun. “Hold out, brotherly aid is 
on its way”, the telegramme promised.  50        
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 As another illustration included in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s second  Bulletin 
for China  shows, the role of the European worker is clear, and follows 
modern theories on solidarity group formation which stresses the need to 
form a strong image of the common enemy, of the significant other, that 
brings two completely separate groups, such as the German and Chinese 
workers, together.  51   Here, the common adversary of both the Chinese 
and the Western or perhaps the German worker is the ruthless capitalist 
wearing the trademark black suit and top hat. Significantly, the capitalist 
is not depicted as an Asian, but is of European or American descent. As 
the image shows, however, the strength and roles of the Chinese and 
German worker are not equal. The German worker is independent and 
strong, whereas the Chinese worker is depicted as being oppressed and 
weak, caught with the capitalist noose around his neck. This illustrates 

 Figure 7.1      Hands off China! Workers! Support the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s Aid Campaign 
for China! (1925)  

Source: Bulletin der IAH-Hilfsaktion fü r China 2 (23.6.1925).
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in essence the role of the European worker, and the meaning of interna-
tional solidarity.  52   The message sent to the “imperialists” was clear: in 
unison, the European and Chinese workers were calling out to the impe-
rialists of the world to keep their “Hands off China!”.  53   This illustration 
was essentially in line with both the Comintern’s and the RCP(B)’s anti-
imperialist policy in Moscow which was based on the belief that, if the 
colonial or semi-colonial countries were assisted in their liberation from 
European and American control, this would also save communism in 
the Soviet Union.  54   Note, however, the absence of any references to the 
Soviet Union in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s illustrations. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s articu-
lations of international solidarity in relation to China was not set up 
with the aim of assisting the Soviet Union but was portrayed as classic 
working-class solidarity against capitalist oppression. 

 However, two different representations of the Chinese worker emerge 
revealing a crucial element of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of international 
solidarity. Firstly, at the moment of their awakening, the Chinese worker 
is strong and determined to put up a fight, but in the second image, he 
is portrayed as being weak and in need of assistance. Thus, on the one 
hand, the awakening of the Chinese was a prerequisite for the calling 
for international solidarity in order to justify its sudden mobilisation in 
China. However, if he was so strong, did he really need the solidarity of 
the European workers? The second image emphasises that he Chinese 
people were in need of assistance; in need of the strong arm of interna-
tional solidarity. And this is also where the  Arbeiterhilfe  came into the 
picture, as the mediator, as the agency that enabled, empowered and 
activated international solidarity between Europe and China. 

 However, in between strength and weakness, there was desperation. 
The successful mobilisation of solidarity required a belief in the mutual 
commitment to fight. It had to be proven that international solidarity 
was not being summoned for a lost cause and, if there was something 
that the  Arbeiterhilfe  wished to communicate to the German workers, it 
was that the Chinese had been driven to such a level of despair that they 
were resorting to all available means to overthrow the imperialists and 
to gain their national liberation.  55   

 Another illustration, from the cover of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s illustrated 
newspaper  Not und Brot , depicts this desperation clearly: According to 
the caption, after having given an enthralling speech, a Chinese teacher 
cut his finger to write in his own blood on a poster: “Chinese awaken! 
Sacrifice your lives for China’s salvation!” Although this did convey a 
message of determination and dedication, it also sent a message of radi-
calised desperation, of a fight taken to the extreme which required and 
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demanded the international solidarity of all workers and sympathisers. 
The story of the Chinese man writing with his own blood was a direct 
reference to the “Fourth of May Movement” of 1919, when Chinese 
outrage at the Versailles Treaty had caused a huge wave of protests. Then, 
at a student meeting, one young man had cut his finger and written 
on the wall with his own blood. In the  Arbeiterhilfe’s  presentation of 
the issue, it was not only the duty of the Chinese proletariat to fight 
against the “murderous system” of exploitation. The system was global, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  argued, and thus it required the united fighting strength 
of the workers of the world.  56   

 The linked destinies and histories of the workers of the world against 
the international forces of capitalism were emphasised in every appeal 
made by the  Arbeiterhilfe :

  The German workers, who themselves are being oppressed more and 
more to become colonial slaves of world imperialism and who can see 
a foretaste of their own fate in that of the Chinese coolies, are inter-
ested above all in supporting the revolutionary movement which is 
beginning to gather a momentum not just in China but also in all 
colonies, Egypt, Morocco and India. The extent of the exploitation 
of the colonial slaves will mirror the extent of the exploitation of 
the German workers. The condition of the workers in Shanghai is an 
issue for the German and the world proletariat.  57     

 In summary, the  Arbeiterhilfe  had, through the launch of its campaign, 
set in motion a transnational movement that was emphasising the 
global element of the ongoing struggles beyond Europe and the Western 
world. However, apart from its published texts and illustrations stressing 
the need to take action, how did the  Arbeiterhilfe  in practice attempt to 
awaken the workers of Germany for China?  

  Creating international solidarity between 
Germany and China 

 In Germany, solidarity campaigns for China were soon taking place 
all around the country. For example, in Berlin, a mass meeting was 
organised on 22 June during which speeches by both a Chinese repre-
sentative, the KPD’s Ruth Fischer (member of the Reichstag (MdR)) and 
Münzenberg (MdR) were given.  58   This mass meeting had been attended 
by several Chinese, and the Chinese speaker had even spoken in his 
mother tongue. Münzenberg had emphasised in his speech that the 
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German workers until very recently had known almost nothing about 
the Chinese. Münzenberg emphasised that the story of the Chinese 
teacher who had cut his finger in a revolutionary act of defiance had 
proven what kind of sacrifices the Chinese proletariat was prepared to 
make in order to claim its freedom. Hence, Münzenberg encouraged the 
Berlin workers to show their “brotherly solidarity” again, as they had 
done during the Russian famine in 1921.  59   

 German workers were encouraged to donate money with slogans such 
as “A donation worth six cigarettes enables a Chinese worker to survive 
for one day”, or “For the price of one and a half pints of beer, one striking 
worker in China can survive for one day”, or “With three hours’ of a 
Berlin worker’s pay, ten Chinese strikers can survive for one day”.  60   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s German–Chinese engagement did not restrict itself 
to mass meetings in Germany. On 15 July, the  Arbeiterhilfe  could proudly 
proclaim that its representative in China, Karl Schulz (known in China 
under the name Friedrich Lienhard) had spoken at a mass meeting that 
had been attended by over 100,000 people in Beijing on 30 June.  61   The 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s second representative in Beijing, Hans Itschner (alias Karl 
Müller), noted in a secret report that it had been a spectacular event, 
as it was the first time that a foreigner who was also a representative of 
the working class and was of the “white race” had given a speech at a 
Chinese mass meeting.  62   

 Münzenberg later recounted at the “Hands off China” congress in 
Berlin on 16 August 1925 that when Schulz had stood up to go to the 
rostrum to speak in Beijing, the people in the front rows had actually 
initially tried to stop him. They saw him as being a representative of 
the whites who the Chinese identified only as oppressors, which caused 
significant bewilderment and confusion. But once the interpreter had 
translated Schulz’ first words, it became clear that this white man had 
not come to China as an oppressor, not as a capitalist. He had come 
to China as a man of compassion (Mitleidender), as a man wanting 
to assist them. Instantly, the meeting in Beijing was transformed into 
a scene of rapturous jubilation and a several minutes long “tumult of 
exultation” had followed. Schulz had allegedly been lifted up in the air 
by the Chinese and was, for several minutes, held aloft in “wild enthu-
siasm”. Münzenberg exclaimed that he was extremely proud of this 
moment: For the first time, “the brotherly bond between the white and 
the yellow proletariat” had been established. In Münzenberg’s words 
it was nothing less than a moment of great historical importance (ein 
Moment von historischer, gewaltiger Bedeutung).  63   Evidently, the over-
whelming delight of having a white speaker supporting the Chinese 
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struggle had been so enormous that the Chinese present at the meeting 
had demanded that many more such events be organised in China and 
also for the workers in Shanghai.  64   

 Back in Berlin, the  Arbeiterhilfe  organised a number of events offering 
both workers and sympathisers the whole solidarity experience. The 
second “China-Evening” for the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s relief campaign, for 
example, presented the première of a Chinese play preformed by Chinese 
students which dramatised the “liberation struggle of the Chinese prole-
tariat”. The evening also included a presentation by a Chinese delegate 
on “China’s Revolutionary Mission” and a lecture on “the Development 
of China’s Cultural History”. The evening was brought to a close with 
Chinese music.  65   For the first time, the increasingly heterogenous culture 
of transnational solidarity in Germany had actively been infused with 
Chinese culture, music and politics. 

 Münzenberg could be very satisfied with the achievements of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s China campaign. He informed Zinoviev that over 1,000 
meetings with Chinese delegates had been organised in both Germany, 
several other European countries and the United States.  66   Münzenberg 
estimated that approximately five million people had attended the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s China meetings and demonstrations across Europe.  67   All 
this had been achieved despite the fact that the CPs had been unwilling 
to engage themselves sufficiently in the campaign. As Münzenberg 
complained to Piatnitzki on 24 July, despite repeated demands, the 
communist press had not reacted with sufficient energy.  68   It seems that 
for the ‘internationalist’ KPD, national issues were at the time regarded 
as more important, making the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s broad group of supporters 
the main carrier of the transnational solidarity culture in Germany. 

 The attempt to create a bond of international solidarity between the 
workers of China and Europe caused new tensions, however, within the 
European labour movement. The  Arbeiterhilfe  had sent appeals to both 
the  International Federation of Trade Unions  (IFTU) in Amsterdam and 
the German  General Federation of German Trade Unions  (ADGB) to join in 
its campaign for China. The ADGB had discussed the events in China 
during a meeting but, in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  view, the ADGB’s subse-
quent declaration of its “cordial sympathy” was not worth much. The 
 Arbeiterhilfe  sardonically declared that it was like someone calling from 
the safety of the shore to someone drowning: “They will drown in a few 
minutes; I could help them, but I am not going to; however, they can die 
in the certain knowledge that they have my fullest sympathy”.  69   

 This was not international solidarity as it should be. For the  Arbeiterhilfe,  
international solidarity was the same as practical solidarity work, or at 
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least this is what was claimed in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s  Bulletin for China . Its 
articulations of solidarity emphasised the need for practical material 
assistance, whereas pure symbolical solidarity did not in the end make 
any difference. 

 When the IFTU finally officially addressed the situation in China 
on 17 August, an expression of their “warmest sympathy” was forth-
coming but they declared that there was unfortunately no possibility of 
them engaging in material assistance for the Chinese. In Münzenberg’s 
view, this was an outrageous betrayal of international solidarity.  70   The 
 Arbeiterhilfe  remained the only organisation that had initiated an inter-
national solidarity campaign and which claimed at least to provide 
material assistance to the Chinese in their struggle. In a sense, as neither 
the IFTU nor the  Labour and Socialist International  (LSI) were engaging 
themselves in the support of the Chinese workers, Münzenberg could 
claim a moral victory for the  Arbeiterhilfe  and the communists.  

  The “Hands off China” congress in Berlin (1925) 

 The zenith of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity campaign for China was, 
however, the international “Hands off China” congress that Münzenberg 
organised in Berlin on 16 August 1925. On the invitation signed by 
both Münzenberg and Georg Ledebour, the  Arbeiterhilfe  declared that, 
for months the Chinese struggle had left “the world holding its breath” 
which was the main reason for its organisation of the congress. All those 
who sympathised with the exploited and oppressed Chinese workers 
were welcome.  71   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign had again managed to assemble an impres-
sive list of German intellectuals who provided their moral support or, in 
accordance with Scholz’s (2008) definitions, their ‘political solidarity’ to 
the Chinese people. The list of prominent figures, published on 2 July, 
included such names as Heinrich Zille, Alfons Paquet, Heinrich Vogeler, 
Erich Mühsam, Otto Nagel, Karl August Wittfogel, Georg Grosz, Ernst 
Toller and Käthe Kollwitz. The list included several other authors, artists, 
an actor, a composer, five professors, a total of 18 people with doctoral 
degrees, the two secretaries of the  Deutschen Liga für Menschenrechte  (the 
German League for Human Rights) and the secretary of the Quakers.  72   

 The minutes of the Hands off China congress were never published 
and have not previously been utilised in the research. These have now 
been located as part of this research in the  Russian State Archives of 
Social and Political History  (RGASPI) in the archives of the CCP.  73   A more 
detailed presentation of the proceedings is therefore justified. How was 
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international solidarity discussed and brought to life during this unique 
congress? 

 Amongst the delegates at the congress were representatives of 
the Profintern and the Krestintern as well as delegates from Austria, 
Czechoslovakia, France and Britain.  74   In the audience there were also 
12 Chinese guests.  75   Münzenberg claimed that no one amongst those 
assembled could a little while ago have believed that over 1,600  76   people 
would now be assembled with prominent intellectuals and representa-
tives of the workers’ movement for a congress in support of China in 
Berlin. Münzenberg claimed later in a letter to Zinoviev that 300–350 
of the guests at the congress were eminent intellectuals, including Graf 
von Reventlov and Käthe Kollwitz.  77   

 A Presidium including, amongst others, Ledebour, Münzenberg, 
a Chinese delegate and the anarchist and author Erich Mühsam, was 
elected.  78   The first speaker was the Chinese representative Tschang Peh 
Chung from Shanghai, who spoke on “the present stage in the Chinese 
liberation struggle”.  79   The second speaker was Dr. Ernst Meyer  80   (1887–
1930). During Meyer’s lengthy speech, he highlighted the fact that, 
while the German workers and intellectuals did not have any imme-
diate connection with the ongoing struggle of the Chinese, the German 
workers could perfectly well understand the struggle of the Chinese 
workers against exploitation as they themselves were suffering under the 
Dawes Plan; and the German intellectuals, whose hopes and wishes for a 
nationally independent Germany had been dashed by the  Entente , could 
perfectly well understand the hopes and wishes of the national libera-
tion movement of the Chinese people. This understanding between 
the German and Chinese should now, according to Meyer, not only be 
restricted to solidarity demonstrations but be expanded to include prac-
tical relief work.  81   

 The principal speech of the congress was delivered by Münzenberg 
who commenced his speech by answering the often repeated question: 
Why in the world should the German workers engage themselves in 
a solidarity campaign for China? As Münzenberg saw it, on the basis 
of international solidarity, it was the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s duty to understand 
the deprivation in China as their own deprivation. He declared that “as 
proletarians we feel the need of our class comrades everywhere: whether 
they live in Moabit [Berlin], Stuttgart, Peking or London is entirely 
unimportant to us”. The stenographer had noted “loud applause,” after 
these words by Münzenberg.  82   

 Münzenberg continued that this was why the Chinese workers should 
not only be supported in the name of solidarity but also in the interest 



Towards a Global International Solidarity, 1924–1926 159

of European workers. “The Chinese coolie wages indirectly threaten 
the standard of living of the entire international working class”, 
Münzenberg ominously predicted. In this spirit Münzenberg stated that 
they were obliged to assist the Chinese. It was time to end the slavery of 
the Chinese. It was time to make the “coolie” disappear and to introduce 
a politically organised and with ‘us’ united Chinese proletariat.  83   

 Münzenberg was, however, very pessimistic regarding the material 
result of the campaign. Where was the  Arbeiterhilfe  supposed to raise 
funds? According to Münzenberg, the  Kleinbürgertum  (petite bourgeoisie) 
and the workers in the trade unions were uninterested. Therefore, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  could only turn to the revolutionary trade unions, although 
these were small and financially weak. In Germany there was yet 
another problem as the most “advanced parts of the working class” had 
been thrown onto the streets where they had been for months, some for 
years, living in deprivation. It was to these people that the  Arbeiterhilfe  
had sent its appeals for China. Many others had again at the time been 
on strike, fighting their own struggles. What could be expected when 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  turned up in these circles to collect money for the 
Chinese workers; how could these workers assist, when there was no 
money left to give, Münzenberg asked, and thereby touching upon one 
of the major challenges facing every solidarity campaign organised by 
the  Arbeiterhilfe .  84   

 Despite these difficulties, Münzenberg claimed at the congress that 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  had within a period of four weeks collected approxi-
mately one million Goldmarks. Münzenberg believed that this was a 
good sign and that it constituted a practical example of international 
solidarity. However, he added that 4/5 of this sum had been collected 
by the Russian trade unions; in Germany only 50,000 marks had been 
collected, whereas Russia had contributed 700,000 marks.  85   It seems 
doubtful, however, that the  Arbeiterhilfe  had collected even that much in 
Germany. Münzenberg explained in a letter later in September that the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  had only been able to collect between 80,000 and 100,000 
marks of which only half had so far reached the  Arbeiterhilfe .  86   

 Irrespective, one million marks was deemed by Münzenberg at the 
congress in Berlin to be too little, when it was compared to the actual 
needs in China. Still, Münzenberg claimed that it was an example that 
showed how gladly the poor shared their bread with those who had 
even less. Taking these fundraising problems into account, Münzenberg 
concluded by stating that the lasting importance of the China campaign 
was principally on the cultural side.  87   But in hindsight, perhaps even 
more importantly the campaign had for the first time vividly imagined 



160 The International Workers’ Relief, Communism, and Transnational Solidarity

the existence of a transnational community between the oppressed 
of the world and China and actually made an active effort to ‘sell’ 
its message of a new global international solidarity. Münzenberg also 
finished his speech with a strong appeal for unity which emphasised his 
global understanding of international solidarity:

  We want to form a holy alliance, we, the white, yellow, black and 
different coloured underdogs. The colour of the skin should not repre-
sent the deciding factor, but rather the fact that one is an underdog, 
a poor person with an empty stomach who is nevertheless full of 
enthusiasm for the liberation of all those who are suffering.  88     

 After Münzenberg’s call for a holy alliance of the oppressed of all races 
the audience burst, according to the stenographer, into a prolonged 
thunderous applause.  89   The congress had been a resounding success.  

  After China ... the world itself 

 Directly after the congress plans for the future of the movement were 
being discussed in Berlin and Moscow. On 18 August, two days after 
the “Hands off China” congress, Münzenberg wrote to Zinoviev that 
the professors and several Chinese trade unions at the congress had 
suggested the idea that the CC of the  Arbeiterhilfe  be assigned the task of 
organising a major congress against imperialist colonial policies within 
two or three months. Both Brussels and Copenhagen were suggested as 
being suitable venues for this congress. Münzenberg thought this to be 
a very good idea, and he assessed the current state of the world with 
raging colonial wars (e.g. in Morocco and Syria) as being an ideal time to 
organise just such a congress. It would also be crucial to attract partici-
pants from China (Beijing), Morocco, Egypt, India and from other colo-
nial countries. Münzenberg predicted that such a congress would even 
eclipse the LSI’s recent congress in Marseille which had discussed the 
colonial question without passing any resolutions. In fact, Münzenberg 
regarded the plan to be so important that he was prepared to travel 
within days to Moscow to discuss it personally with Zinoviev.  90   

 After the “Hands off China” Congress the colonial question continued 
to be of central interest to the  Arbeiterhilfe . In the  Arbeiter-Illustrierte-
Zeitung  (AIZ), the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s first appeal, which had been published 
in Chinese in Beijing, was reprinted. This appeal was signed by Henri 
Barbusse, Bernhard Shaw, Upton Sinclair, Clara Zetkin, A. A. Purcell, 
Prof. Forel, Edo Fimmen and Willi Münzenberg.  91   Even the cover story 
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of the December 1925 issue of the AIZ was dedicated to the “Liberation 
Struggle of the Colonial Peoples”.  92   All this was, however, just the begin-
ning of Münzenberg’s engagement in the anti-imperialist and anti-
colonial struggle that would lead to the establishment of the League 
against Colonial Oppression (LACO) in 1926 which was remodelled 
into the League Against Imperialism (LAI) in 1927. Although the LAI 
was created to lead the anti-imperialist struggle and forms a separate 
story, anti-imperialism still formed a central part of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
articulations of international solidarity. This will be shown particularly 
in Chapter 10 in the context of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign work against 
a new imperialist world war.  93   

 In conclusion, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s international solidarity campaign of 
1925 represented a watershed on several levels. Firstly, it constituted the 
first concrete attempt to create a bond of international solidarity between 
the workers of the West and China. In this context, the campaign was 
of major significance as it paved the way for several anti-imperialist and 
anti-colonial conferences in Europe, which would be significant forums 
for future leaders in the de-colonisation process of the Cold War era. 
Secondly, the China campaign represented a breakthrough of the global 
imaginary into Germany, as the  Arbeiterhilfe  and especially Münzenberg 
helped to turn the local struggle in Shanghai into a global affair. In addi-
tion, Münzenberg made several public speeches in which he elaborated 
on the necessity of all races to work in solidarity against oppression and 
need across national and ethnic borders. The China campaign made a 
lasting imprint on the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s articulations of international soli-
darity that highlighted that from now on wherever on the planet there 
were proletarians in misery, this would be a matter for the workers’ 
international solidarity, forging the belief in transnational workers’s 
community on a global scale.     
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   New methods of spreading the message of solidarity were continuously 
being embraced by the  Arbeiterhilfe . If the traditional method was to 
respond spontaneously with solidarity to sudden conflicts and crises, 
the solidarity work illuminated in this chapter was instead deliberately 
commissioned, created and produced by the  Arbeiterhilfe . It is argued 
here that through film, cinema and theatre, the  Arbeiterhilfe  created new 
forums for celebrating international solidarity, reaching hundreds of 
thousands, if not millions, of Germans. The diverse cultural activities 
that are analysed in this chapter include the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s involvement 
in the production and distribution of proletarian films in Germany on 
the one hand, and on the other hand the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s major involve-
ment in Weimar Germany’s agitprop theatre scene. 

 Contrary to almost every other aspect of the  Arbeiterhilfe , the organi-
sation’s film distribution and production in Germany was not brought 
down by the coming of the Third Reich, but was wilfully ended by the 
Soviet government in December 1931. Conspicuously, the 1920’s most 
powerful initiative in the Western world to spread the message of inter-
national solidarity and a positive image of the Soviet Union was termi-
nated by the Soviet Union itself. 

 It is here argued that the performances, in the form of proletarian 
films and theatre troupe plays, functioned as important public celebra-
tions for international solidarity in Germany. This chapter is not limited 
to a content analysis of the films or theatrical plays, but develops a 
broad solidarity analysis with several thematic layers. These include 
the very introduction of proletarian film as a genre; the many chal-
lenges of distributing and producing alternative films; an analysis of 
such early proletarian motion pictures as  Aelita ,  Sein Mahnruf  ( His Call ) 
and the Battleship  Potemkin ; and, when the source material allows it, a 
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comprehensive analysis of the reception of the films and theatre plays 
by the audience and the debates that were sparked off as a result of these 
contested articulations, performances and celebrations of international 
solidarity.  

  Conquering film, 1924–1932 

  Münzenberg on proletarian cinema 

 In 1925, Münzenberg published a major booklet on the role and power 
of film as a new mass medium.  1   Just as Münzenberg had in an earlier 
article in 1922 emphasised the significance of the image in printed 
publications, he now argued that the main difference between film and 
printed material was that the former produced a much stronger sensa-
tion and had a much greater effect on people. The development of the 
film industry left no doubt in Münzenberg’s mind: during the coming 
decades, film would rule the world.  2   The use of film as a propaganda 
weapon for the Soviet Union has been the subject of numerous studies, 
but seldom has film been analysed as a way of inspiring feelings of inter-
national solidarity, or seen as a part of a wider culture of a transnational 
solidarity community.  3   

 Going to the cinema had already become popular before the First World 
War, but it was only after 1918 that cinema became an influential mass 
medium in Germany. By the mid-1920s, two million people were going to 
the cinema every day and by 1930 the number of cinemas had in compar-
ison to 1918 more than doubled to 5,000 with two million seats.  4   

 Film was power and, once this power was recognised, a great race 
between those aspiring to master it commenced. The communists 
feared that, if film as a medium was left in the hands of the bourgeois, 
it would become one of the most powerful methods to deceive and fool 
the masses.  5   The potential was, according to Münzenberg, nothing short 
of enormous as, according to his figures, 80 to 90 percent of all cinema-
goers in Germany belonged to the working class or close to it. What, 
then, were they watching? The answer, according to Münzenberg, was 
films produced only for the dissemination of national, bourgeois prop-
aganda, or “worthless, and kitschy sensationalist films” produced by 
the American or European film industry limited to love, marriage and 
comedy.  6   

 Münzenberg hence proposed that a totally new genre had to be 
invented, the proletarian film. However, realising the importance of 
film was one thing, but to actually produce and distribute proletarian 
films was a completely different matter. Such an endeavour required 
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financing, technical equipment and knowledge that ultimately resulted 
in the rather late entry of alternative films which could compete with 
the productions of the major film companies. As Münzenberg high-
lighted in 1925, it was difficult, if not impossible, to produce “anti-
capitalist and anti-bourgeois” films in the capitalist countries as no 
workers’ organisation could possibly provide the financing required to 
make a good quality film. The only realistic way of producing alterna-
tive films was therefore to produce them in the Soviet Union. The only 
problem was that the development of the Soviet film industry had been 
severely damaged and hindered by the revolution, civil war and general 
lack of technical equipment.  7    

  A German–Russian film collaboration: the  Mezhrabpom-Film  

 The basis for the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s activities within the world of cinema was 
based on a symbiosis between the  Arbeiterhilfe  and the private Russian film 
production company  Russ . On 3 January 1924, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s Russian 
central bureau, operating under its Russian short-name “Mezhrabpom”, 
signed a contract with the “Künstler-Kollektiv Russ” ( Russ ). This contract 
stated that  Russ  from now onwards was committed to only producing 
films in agreement with the  Arbeiterhilfe .  8   The central aim of this contract 
was that the two parties from then onwards would produce joint films 
and distribute them. The new name of the two merged companies was 
none other than the world-renowned  Mezhrabpom-Russ  which was later 
renamed  Mezhrabpom-Film . The headquarters of the merged company 
was located in central Moscow at the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s Russian central 
bureau on 3 First Tverskaya Yamskaya.  9   

 Through the merger, a whole range of specialists and directors became 
accessible to the  Arbeiterhilfe . However, as it was stated in a secret report 
on the  Mezhrabpom-Film  in 1929, the merger had also resulted in one 
political drawback for the  Arbeiterhilfe  as the idea of a private collec-
tive was not highly regarded in Soviet society.  10   According to Francesco 
Misiano, who was the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s representative in the film company, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  had, from the very beginning, attempted to increase 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s influence at the cost of  Russ . Thus, by mid-1928, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  had successfully bought out the  Russ ’ share of the company 
without losing the collaboration of the  Russ ‘s film production crew. By 
the end of 1928, the Central Committee (CC) of the  Arbeiterhilfe  was 
the sole owner of the film company. In light of these changes, the name 
of  Mezhrabpom-Russ  was changed to  Mezhrabpom-Film  on 17 September 
1928, in accordance with a decision by the Council of People’s Commissar 
(Sovnarkom).  11   
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 The success story of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s film production company was 
nothing less than spectacular. Between October 1927 and October 1928, 
 Mezhrabpom-Film  accounted for 52 percent of the Soviet Union’s entire 
film export. This was indeed an impressive figure, as the rest of the export 
was made up by several major Russian film companies which together 
had over 20 times the accessible capital that  Mezhrabpom-Film  had.  12   

  Mezhrabpom-Film ’ s  biggest problem was that it had to work without 
sufficient capital of its own. Another problem was the actual writing of 
scripts for new  Mezhrabpom  films. Long delays in production followed as 
the  Mezhrabpom ’s “literary bureau” could not produce scripts as rapidly 
as they were required. Film ideas “from the masses”, the workers them-
selves were, according to Misiano’s report, in most cases worthless and 
it was impossible to use existing scripts from pre-revolutionary times. 
New films required new scripts which complied with the new standards 
of Soviet cinema.  13   

 In Misiano’s words,  Mezhrabpom-Film  had from the very beginning 
striven to produce pioneering work, especially in the field of revolu-
tionary films. It was estimated that up until 1932 about 60 percent of its 
productions had socialist content, while other films had been important 
due to their export value and the foreign currency that was, in this way, 
brought to Russia.  14   Misiano stated:

  The fact that ‘Mezhrabpom-Film’ belongs to an international organi-
sation based in Berlin with sections in the most diverse countries 
provided the company with the means of quickly establishing 
connections in a number of countries. […] For all these reasons 
‘Mezhrabpom-Film’ is to be regarded in Russia and abroad as one of 
the most important arms of the film industry of the international 
proletariat, which is also capable of accelerating and strengthening the 
development process of the foreign proletarian film organisations.  15     

 Up until 1928–1929, the Soviet film industry had been beyond the 
control of the Party. However, with the launch of the first Five Year Plan, 
the opportunity for independent work was all the more restricted. As 
Taylor (1979) expresses it: “In the 1920s, Soviet film-makers had been 
able to portray reality as they saw it; in the 1930s they had to portray 
reality as the Party saw it”.  16   The Soviet government wanted total control 
of the film industry and there were already in January 1930 ongoing 
plans on the Soviet government’s side to merger the  Mezhrabpom-Film  
with the main Soviet film company,  Sovkino . Then, however, the Political 
Commission of the Political Secretariat of the  Executive Committee of the 
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Communist International  (ECCI) managed to influence the Sovnarkom in 
order to postpone the plans.  17   

 Münzenberg requested himself on 1 March 1930 that the CC of the 
 Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks)  RCP(B) discuss and decide on the 
fate of  Mezhrapbom-Film  before the various Soviet institutions took action 
against it. His request was approved and the future of  Mezhrabpom-Film  
was transferred to the CC of the RCP(B). Münzenberg was allowed to 
prepare a short statement on the matter which set out the plans that 
the CC of the  Arbeiterhilfe  had developed for  Mezhrabpom-Film.   18   One 
unsigned and undated document archived amongst other documents 
from 1930 could possibly provide the key to the mystery. It was a docu-
ment written to highlight the meaning and significance of  Mezhrabpom-
Film  for the production of films dealing with issues that were central 
to the workers’ movement. Evidently, no other Soviet film production 
company could do this. Here a clear answer was provided as to how the 
 Mezhrabpom-Film  was to be related to the new centralised Soviet film 
industry managed by the  Sovkino . The suggestion was that  Mezhrapbom-
Film  would remain an independent proletarian franchise under the 
responsibility of the CC of the  Arbeiterhilfe . Furthermore, the films 
produced by  Mezhrabpom-Film  and the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s other film organi-
sations were to be decided on by the Comintern but, as a compromise, 
all plans were to be confirmed by Soviet institutions.  19   

 The  Mezhrabpom-Film  managed to continue as an independent film 
producer until 1936. However, as I will show later on in the chapter, 
very few in the West had the possibility to enjoy them after 1932 due to 
the Soviet government’s actions against the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s Berlin based 
distribution company  Prometheus . Before that, the  Arbeiterhilfe  and 
Münzenberg were centrally involved in introducing a completely new 
alternative film culture to Germany and the entire Western world.  

  From ‘ Polikuschka ’ to ‘ Sein Mahnruf ’ 

 In the following analysis, three important early proletarian films 
produced by  Mezhrabpom-Russ  will be looked at. Thanks to the deal 
between the  Russ  and the  Arbeiterhilfe,  the  Arbeiterhilfe  in Berlin was 
granted worldwide distribution rights to the famous film  Polikuschka.  
This film had been produced earlier by  Russ  and starred highly acclaimed 
actors from pre-revolutionary Russia such as Ivan Moskvin (1874–1946) 
from the Russian State Theatre.  20   In the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s pictorial newspaper 
 Sichel und Hammer, Polikuschka  was defined as being proletarian if one 
understood proletarian as something that stirred up people’s minds. The 
German writer and poet, Max Barthel, could not stop praising the film, 
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declaring it to be more fantastic than all American adventure films and 
more romantic than all Europe’s historic films. In essence, the film was, 
in Barthel’s view, proof of the rising creativity that had been released 
thanks to the Russian Revolution.  21   After its première in March 1923 in 
Berlin,  Polikuschka  was publicly characterised in Germany as a milestone 
for the Russian film industry and was the season’s film sensation. This 
was no minor affair but in fact a significant cinematic achievement, 
praised even in the major German newspapers, including  Deutsche 
Allgemeine Zeitung ,  Berliner Tageblatt  and  Vorwärts .  22   

 Later, the conservative press in Germany would criticise the screening 
of  Polikuschka  as an outlandish tactical manoeuvre on the part of the 
Bolsheviks.  Polikuschka  had allegedly been enthusiastically welcomed 
as it was a politically innocent film, but in the process it had opened 
the doors for future Soviet revolutionary films which were anything but 
politically innocent.  23   

 The first motion picture produced by  Mezhrabpom-Russ  was the first 
Soviet science-fiction film  Aelita  which had been largely developed by 
the  Russ  before the merger. It was loosely based on a story by Alexei 
Tolstoi and directed by “one of the most celebrated directors from 
pre-revolutionary Russian cinema”, Iakov Protazanov. Significantly, 
this production was, according to the  Arbeiterhilfe,  setting new stand-
ards in Russia as the set of the futuristic film had been put together 
using technical equipment imported from the United States, France 
and Germany. When  Aelita  had its première at the end of September 
1924, it became  the  major film sensation in Soviet cinema until it was 
surpassed two years later by the film Battleship  Potemkin .  24   However, 
Soviet critics judged  Aelita  to be “too Western” and “ideologically 
unprincipled”.  25   This criticism significantly delayed the distribution of 
 Aelita  abroad. In a letter to the Narkompros, Misiano defended  Aelita  
as, despite its ideological flaws, it produced excellent propaganda for 
the Soviet Union. Misiano emphasised that the film showed to the 
world that the Soviet film industry was capable of producing sophisti-
cated films which both artistically and technically were comparable to 
any foreign films. Moreover, Misiano pleaded with the Narkompros to 
finally, months after its Russian première, permit the export of the film 
to Germany, as the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s finances were, according to Misiano, 
totally dependent upon the potential earnings generated from the 
distribution of  Aelita .  26   

 The story of  Aelita  was nothing short of mind blowing. The film 
follows the daydream of a Russian man suffering through the famine 
years. In his dream an engineer constructs a machine that enables both 
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him and a Red Army solider to fly to the planet Mars. The people on 
Mars appear to resemble the people on Earth, but they live in a high-
tech society that is ruled by “extreme capitalism” which has trans-
formed the planet into a slave society. Life on Mars is dominated by 
the ruling class and the military, who are in turn governed by the fair 
Princess Aelita. The Martian underdogs consist of the local workers who 
are oppressed by innovative means. On Mars, the lives of the workers 
are only of value when they are working for the ruling class. Hence, the 
very moment when workers are found to be idle or unemployed they 
are characterised as “unprofitable eaters”. The capitalist measure against 
these workers on Mars is to literally put them on ice, to freeze them 
until they are needed as workers again. The visitors form Earth, and 
especially the Red Army solider Gusev, who has already been involved 
in the establishment of several Soviet Republics on Earth, does not at 
this point hesitate to take action and calls the workers of Mars to revolt 
against Princess Aelita.  27   One can thus find a clear connection with 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s work for international solidarity. As the imaginary 
revolutionary process illustrates, not even the most distant atrocities 
are beyond the limits of international solidarity, and hence the film 
expands the concept of international solidarity into an interplanetary 
solidarity between workers of the solar system, or perhaps even the 
universe. The lesson is clear: The international solidarity of the prole-
tariat knows no boundaries. 

 The second example of an early motion picture produced by 
 Mezhrabpom-Russ  was entitled  Sein Mahnruf: Ein Grossfilm aus dem 
Befreiungskampfe des russischen Volkes  (His Call: A Major Film from 
the Liberation Struggle of the Russian People) which, like  Aelita,  was 
directed by Iakov Protazanov.  Sein Mahnruf  had its German première on 
8 November 1925 at the Schauburg on Potsdamer Platz in Berlin with 
an audience of 1,400 people. In the film programme for that evening, 
Münzenberg presented  Sein Mahnruf  as the film that all left-leaning 
newspapers had long desired. It was called a truly proletarian film as it 
was in line with the ideology of the workers’ movement and supported 
its struggle.  28   Even  Pravda  in the Soviet Union defined the film as the 
most important achievement of the young Soviet cinema.  29   

 The story of the film follows a young working-class woman in 
Leningrad, and the “slow but certain” rise of Soviet Russia under Lenin’s 
leadership. The dramatic climax of the film is represented by the news 
of Lenin’s death.  Sein Mahnruf  was thus one of the first films which 
dramatised and publicly dealt with the sorrow, trauma and insecurity 
resulting from Lenin’s death earlier in 1924. The film follows the main 
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characters as they are informed of Lenin’s fate, but who still refuse to 
believe the news. Telephone lines had been broken by a snow storm, 
so the information could not be confirmed. A young man is then sent 
on horse back to the nearest postal station. Hours pass, and the people 
wait anxiously for his return. On his journey, the young rider changes 
horses at a peasant farm.  30   Münzenberg’s description of the events at 
the peasant household contains a good bit of drama in of itself as he 
narrates the gripping scene: 

 – “What is the matter, what misfortune is chasing you?” [the peasant 
family asks the rider] 

 What pain marks the faces of the peasant family right down to the 
smallest child when the rider tells them: “Lenin is dead”, and what 
an outburst when he has to deliver the same message to the waiting 
crowd.  31     

 Finally, the workers of the world had the opportunity to weep together 
in the cinema over the loss of their ‘great leader’, forging the transna-
tional workers’ community. Despite the sorrow, the film concludes with 
the “great, uplifting, positive, hopeful” spectacle after Lenin’s funeral 
with Lenin’s call from the grave to all workers to continue his work. 
The film’s final scene consists of an image of Lenin’s hand pointing 
forward, while in the background hundreds of thousands of workers 
are demonstrating, all with red banners. According to Münzenberg, this 
was a prime example of a proletarian film as it ultimately provided the 
viewers with the positive will to help and work for the great aims of the 
workers’ movement. Münzenberg concluded that this film could, if only 
its distribution was permitted, help millions of workers find their way to 
the workers’ movement.  32   It is interesting to note that Münzenberg did 
not claim or suggest that people would turn to communism because of 
this film, but simply that it would help the workers find their way to the 
labour movement and to socialism. 

 Until 1925,  Sein Mahnruf  was, according to Münzenberg, the prime 
example of a proletarian film both regarding ideological content and 
technical and photographic realisation. It ended up being acclaimed by 
both critics and thousands of German workers. By the end of November 
1925, about 50,000 Germans had seen the film.  33   However, Münzenberg 
was quick to confess that in the area of technical production, the prole-
tarian productions could not be compared to the outstanding work by 
American and Swedish film-makers. The main point in 1925 was not 
to compete in excellence but to celebrate the fact that for the first time 
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in the young history of cinema it was possible to produce any motion 
pictures at all that were completely independent of bourgeois capital 
and banks.  34    

  The Battleship  Potemkin  

 One of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  greatest successes was achieved with Sergei 
Eisenstein’s monumental motion picture the Battleship  Potemkin.   35   
The film was not a  Mezhrabpom-Russ  production, but was produced by 
 Goskino . The significant role played by the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s film distribu-
tion company became even clearer when not one of the film distributors 
in Germany had accepted  Potemkin . Thus, it came to the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
distribution company  Prometheus  and became an integral part of the 
history of world cinema.  36   The master copy of the film was sold to 
 Prometheus,  as the Soviet film industry did not have the technological 
capacity to duplicate it. However, as the master copy was being sent off 
for the mandatory review by the German censors, the original negative 
was cut and the cut pieces were lost in the process, leaving no authentic 
copy of Eisenstein’s masterpiece.  37   Unsurprisingly, the movie was not 
received well by the German authorities and on 24 March 1926 they noti-
fied the  Arbeiterhilfe  that the censors had classified it as a political film 
(Tendenzfilm). The representative of the  Reichswehrministerium  (German 
Ministry of War) had expressed a particular hostility towards the film as, 
in his view, the film in fact attempted to persuade the police forces and 
the military to break ranks and to instigate a mutiny. Thus, although 
 Potemkin  concerned the mutiny in Odessa in 1905, it was concluded that 
the film was a clear threat to the public calm and order, and therefore 
the German public was not permitted to view it.  38   

  Prometheus  demanded a reconsideration and the lawyer and former 
Chairman of the  German Communist Party  (KPD), Paul Levi (1883–1930), 
represented the  Prometheus’  case at the governmental Film Review 
Office (Film-Oberprüfstelle).  39   In communist circles, Levi’s involve-
ment was most likely regarded as a rather unconventional choice as 
he had been ousted from the KPD in 1921, whereupon he had become 
one of its most public critics. Furthermore, in 1922 Levi had returned 
to the  Social Democratic Party  (SPD) and had been a  Reichstag  Deputy 
for the SPD since 1924.  40   As the review process showed to  Prometheus ’ 
advantage, political bias in a film on its own was simply not sufficient 
grounds for its prohibition. However, the possibility of bringing crim-
inal charges against  Prometheus  was still an option for those wishing to 
stop Battleship  Potemkin  in its tracks. As was pointed out during discus-
sions between the state agencies in Berlin, the  Staatsgerichtshof zum 
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Schutze der Republik  (State Court for the Protection of the Republic) had, 
in an earlier case, judged that confiscated publications portraying revo-
lutionary events could be interpreted as material preparing the way for 
civil war in Germany. Such examples showed how the use of history 
could be very dangerous and it was consequently argued that printed 
material depicting historical events could actually be used as a means of 
spreading communist propaganda in disguise. Following this logic, the 
mere portrayal on film of the military and revolutionary preparations 
for the Russian Revolution, or for any other revolutionary events such 
as the mutiny at Odessa, was the same as teaching Germans how to 
instigate such a revolution in Germany.  41   

 In the end, however, Battleship  Potemkin  could not be stopped, 
although Eisenstein could not avoid the censorship cutting ‘improper’ 
scenes from the film. Its German première was finally set for 29 April 
1926 at the Apollo Theatre located at 218 Friedrichstraße. The première 
was accompanied by new music composed by Edmund Meisel, and he 
would also be the conductor during the première. It was customary 
at the time that silent films were accompanied by music, but Meisel 
had had the opportunity to work on an original film sound track with 
Eisenstein himself, who had arrived in Berlin for the German première. 
Later, Eisenstein recalled that this represented his first foray into talking 
pictures, as the sound track had been created in cooperation and in 
collaboration with both the composer and the director, resulting in 
a “single audiovisual image for the work”. The effectiveness of their 
collaboration would also be clearly noted by the authorities reporting on 
the première.  42   The première of the film was widely advertised and, in 
conjunction with the film’s première, the cover of the  Arbeiter-Illustrierte-
Zeitung  (AIZ) also featured an illustration from Battleship  Potemkin  with 
the caption “Brüder, zu uns! (Brothers, to us!)” which clearly elaborated 
on the theme of solidarity and brotherhood.  43   

 The première and subsequent screenings of the film can here be inter-
preted as being significant opportunities to publicly celebrate interna-
tional solidarity. A police report from the première provides a unique 
insight into what occurred inside the Apollo Theatre in late April 1926. 
According to the observer, the audience consisted of representatives from 
all social classes. The majority, however, consisted of “proletarians,” 
who also included members of the Red Front Fighters (RFB) and Russian 
emigrants. To the surprise of the observer all present appeared to enjoy 
the film, even the bourgeois amongst them. He had, however, a ready 
explanation for this seemingly irrational behaviour. Allegedly, it was the 
very high artistic quality of the film that had led to the unexpected 



172 The International Workers’ Relief, Communism, and Transnational Solidarity

general enthusiasm.  44   The film was simply so outstanding that anyone 
could enjoy it, even members of the bourgeois. It is interesting to note 
that the observer had not been that concerned about the content of the 
film, but had been rather more affected by the accompanying music 
composed by Meisel. He stated that: “More dangerous than the film 
to me is the music, which is extraordinarily exciting due to its strange 
rhythm, which is very cleverly matched to the action in the film”.  45   

 Furthermore, he reported the public’s reactions to the performance 
on the screen. Certain parts of the film had been wildly applauded, like 
the scene where the officers were killed, and the scene where the fallen 
sailors were commemorated by the masses in Odessa and the subsequent 
fraternisation (Verbrüderung) between the rest of the sailors in the naval 
fleet and the sailors on the  Potemkin . However, despite  Potemkin ’s many 
spectacular scenes, it did not lead to any demonstrations after the film. 
The observer’s final conclusion was that  Potemkin  was not threatening 
when it was shown in this manner, but it had a menacing potential if it 
was shown to an audience consisting only of communists and Red Front 
Fighters, or was accompanied by speeches from communist leaders.  46   

 Immediately after its première, a call for a ban on the ‘Bolshevik’ 
film was published in the conservative  Deutsche Zeitung . The rhetoric 
was clear: the flow of Bolshevik propaganda films to Germany was 
steadily increasing, and the newspaper’s editor could not understand 
how  Potemkin  with its poisonous effect could have passed the censors, 
who had earlier been so diligent in banning patriotic films. A further 
proof of the censors’ poor judgement was the alleged constantly recur-
ring fiery scenes at the Apollo Theatre. The newspaper was not referring 
to scenes performed on the screen, but in the audience. For example, 
during the scene in the film where one of the mutineers was being 
punished, someone in the audience had allegedly applauded in defiance 
and thereafter had been harassed by communists in the audience. This 
had apparently resulted in heated exchanges and scuffles at the theatre. 
 Potemkin  was a serious matter, with its performances on the screen 
reflecting back perceived social reality to the audience. A strong identi-
fication with the characters in the film was perhaps not that surprising 
as Germany had itself experienced the 1918 mutiny which had led to 
the November Revolution. Thus performances on the screen could lead 
to strong emotional outbursts in real life. Clearly, the public celebration 
of international solidarity was a sensitive business which did not need 
much provocation before it turned into real fights.  47   

 The film,  Deutsche Zeitung  concluded, represented in effect “a punch 
in the face of every good German” (Dieser Film ist ein Faustschlag in das 
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Gesicht jedes guten Deutschen).  48   From this perspective, those viewing 
the film were not good Germans, and could perhaps be as hostile as the 
mutineers, and were potential sympathisers of international working-
class solidarity. 

 Even years after its initial première in Germany, Battleship  Potemkin  
continued to stir up controversy. In the summer of 1928, what was alleged, 
and contrary to claims in the previous research, to be the original version 
of the film, was finally allowed to be shown in Germany .  49   The film hit 
the headlines once again after an incident which occurred in July 1928. A 
 Reichswehr  solider was buying tickets for  Potemkin  in Berlin when suddenly 
three men, who had been patrolling outside the cinema, came in from off 
the street. Inside they had produced commandant credentials and prohib-
ited the solider from seeing Battleship  Potemkin,  as they claimed it was 
forbidden for  Reichswehr  soldiers to watch it. The incident allegedly led to 
a considerable commotion inside the theatre. The  Berliner Tageblatt  consid-
ered the matter to be a very peculiar incident, as the German censors had 
approved the film two years previously. As the newspaper rhetorically 
asked: “Detectives of the Wehrmacht who storm a cinema in order to 
capture its guests – what should one say to such a spectacle played out in 
the capital of the Republic?”  50   The incident even provoked the conserv-
ative  Berliner Börsen Zeitung  to publicly defend the illegal actions of the 
 Reichswehr  detectives through a full-blown offensive on Münzenberg and 
Soviet films in general on the front page of its newspaper.  51   

 Battleship  Potemkin  became  Prometheus ’ greatest success and, according 
to an internal Comintern memo written in 1932 by Emil Unfried, one 
of the directors of the  Prometheus , the film had by then been viewed by 
over 5 million Germans.  52   It was fast securing its place in the annals of 
world cinema.  

  From the world of  Prometheus : distributing proletarian 
films in Germany 

 In this part of the chapter I will elaborate on the difficult task of distrib-
uting and producing proletarian films in Germany.  53   In the beginning, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s film company  Prometheus’  objective had simply been 
to distribute proletarian documentaries and motion pictures but later 
it included the actual production of German proletarian films. On 
the distribution side, the  Prometheus  was rather successful, whereas its 
production of films was constrained by financial difficulties.  54   

 Although conditions for distributing Soviet films in Germany were 
far from ideal,  Prometheus  reported in 1930 that it had managed to 
reach 713 cinemas in Germany, where their films were being screened. 
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According to the  Prometheus ’ numbers, there were in the beginning of 
1930 approximately 2,500 cinemas in Germany which were screening 
films daily. However, it was calculated that of all German cinemas 
only 1,395 were establishments that the  Prometheus  had any chance of 
reaching. To make matters even more difficult, the provincial cities often 
only had one or two cinemas per city, resulting in enormous pressure 
on these as only 100 to 300 films could be shown per cinema per year, 
whereas there were 500 films competing each year for market share. The 
competition was fierce and the fact that  Prometheus  was offering Russian 
films was not to its advantage:

  Added to that is the general animosity towards Russian films. The 
majority of cinema owners and also many cinema-goers reject them 
for political reasons alone. The majority of cinema-goers are women, 
who demand only very light films and the very worst kind of kitsch, 
for which reason the films of Harry Liedtke and films with [William] 
Dieterle such as ‘Die Heilige und ihr Narr’ [‘The Saint and Her Fool’] 
achieve record successes. […] [–] even in purely working-class areas, 
films such as ‘Unsere Emden’ (‘Our Emden’) do better business than 
even ‘Battleship Potemkin’.  55     

 During the first few years, it had become apparent that in many cases it 
was the “revolutionary character” of the Soviet films that had made them 
difficult to sell in Germany in competition with the bourgeois films. 
Only if the film had a very interesting theme and was of an unusually 
high artistic standard was it possible to distribute the films successfully. 
The cinema owners simply refused even to consider playing Soviet films 
in their theatres. This refusal could have been ideologically based but it 
seems that other issues might have been involved as well. Emil Unfried 
reported instances in the provinces where cinema owners had agreed to 
show films distributed by  Prometheus  but had then been forced to cancel 
after they had been terrorised or threatened by national socialists.  56   

 Another challenge that arose was the introduction of sound for the 
1929–1930 season. In the ensuing competition,  Prometheus  had for that 
season and the following season only silent films to offer. Some efforts 
were made by  Prometheus  in Germany to introduce sound to several 
of the Soviet films it distributed. However, the technical supremacy 
of the bourgeois film producers was unprecedented and considered to 
be impossible to compete with.  57   The shift to “talking films” occurred 
within a very short space of time although the shift to sound constituted 
a significant challenge for the film production companies as it increased 
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production costs by 40 percent. Of the 183 German films produced in 
1929, only eight were provided with sound. However, by 1932, all films 
produced in Germany were talking films.  58   

 Further trouble for  Prometheus  was caused by German protective 
legislation which stipulated that for every foreign film distributed 
by a company, at least one or sometimes two German films had to 
be distributed as well. It was called the  Kontingentbestimmung  (quota 
regulation). This had forced  Prometheus  to distribute German films by 
other producers and to produce its own German films. Only from 1929 
onwards was it possible to be granted an exemption and to pay a fee 
instead. This was not, however, a good deal for  Prometheus  as the exemp-
tion fee required was 15–30,000 Rmk (Reichsmark) and its Soviet films 
often did not turn out to be great financial successes. For example, when 
 Prometheus  distributed the film  Das Lied vom alten Markt  (The Song from 
the Old Market) its ticket sales amounted to 50,949 Rmk but, taking into 
account the exemption fee of 23,000 Rmk and the costs of distribution 
and marketing totalling 30,000 Rmk, its financial results were indeed 
not overly impressive.  59   

 Production costs were high and ticket sales could never be guaranteed. 
Moreover, as with for example  Salamander  (1928, a joint production with 
 Mezhrabpom-Film ) it was upon distribution banned by the censors in 
Germany. However,  Prometheus  films like  Mutter Krauses Fahrt ins Glück  
were great successes, both in a political and a financial sense. The film’s 
production costs had only been 70,000 Rmk whereas it had generated 
earnings of 200,000 Rmk.  60   

 The very first Soviet talking film was produced by  Mezhrabpom–Film , 
and distributed by  Prometheus.  The film titled  Der Weg ins Leben (The 
Road to Life)  was brought to the German market in August 1931. This 
film was expected to rescue  Prometheus  from its very critical financial 
situation, but it turned out to be a lost cause. The film received rave 
reviews in the press, but unfortunately these did not translate into an 
equally strong financial result. Perhaps, Unfried reflected in 1932, the 
fact that the dialogue had been in Russian or the theme of the film 
simply did not attract the wider German population could explain its 
failure. However, one significant factor explaining the poor result was 
also the large amount of sabotage carried out against the film by the 
national socialists around the country.  61   

 However,  Prometheus  did not give up but instead launched itself into 
the very expensive production of its own talking film. This would be 
 Kühle Wampe, oder: Wem gehört die Welt? (Who Owns the World?) . The 
production of this film did not, however, rescue  Prometheus  as had 
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been hoped but instead worsened its financial situation, and finally 
 Prometheus  had to abandon its involvement in the film project. This 
forced  Prometheus  into near bankruptcy and, on 11 December 1931, it 
cancelled all its payments and called a meeting of all its creditors to be 
held on 16 December 1931.  62   Conspicuously,  Prometheus ’ main debt was 
to the Russian trade delegation in Berlin, a total of over 715,000 Rmk. A 
large part of this debt included the licence fees that  Prometheus  had been 
unable to pay, although between 1926 and 1931 it had already paid 
licence fees of over 560,000 Rmk to the trade delegation.  63   Apparently, 
though, this was not enough. It turned out to be a mission impossible 
to make the production and distribution of proletarian films economi-
cally viable. In the end, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s ‘Red Dream Factory’ in Berlin 
was brought to its knees by the Soviet government’s expectation to also 
make a profit while spreading the message of international solidarity to 
the world. 

  Prometheus ’ financial collapse resulted in the fact that no Soviet films 
were presented in Germany after the première of  Der Weg ins Leben  in 
August 1931. Almost one year later, in June 1932, Unfried could, on 
behalf of  Prometheus,  state with great regret that no new Soviet films 
had entered the German market since then as the trade delegation had 
been unable to find a new company willing to distribute Soviet films 
in Germany. The demise of  Prometheus  actually had devastating conse-
quences, and not only in Germany.  64   Unfried concluded that:

  Since the disappearance of  Prometheus , the Soviet film has ceased to 
exist not only in Germany, but also in the entire remainder of the capi-
talist world. We are of the opinion, however, that the Soviet Union 
cannot do without this important cultural means of propaganda.  65     

 The predicament that proletarian revolutionary film now found itself in 
was devastating. In the midst of the interwar era’s most profound fight 
over the hearts and minds of the German masses between the national 
socialist and the socialist camp – the Soviet Union decided to pull back 
the most powerful media of them all. In one blow the  Arbeiterhilfe  lost 
the most effective means of spreading its message of international soli-
darity and a positive image of the Soviet Union in the Western world. 
Symbolically for the history of the  Arbeiterhilfe ,  Prometheus ’ last film 
project,  Kühle Wampe  was concluded with the famous ‘Solidaritätslied 
(Solidarity Song)’ penned by Bertolt Brecht himself. In its very last film, 
it called to the workers to move forward, to remember the most powerful 
force of the workers of the world: solidarity. 
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 In conclusion, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s activities in film and cinema played 
a pivotal role in its public visibility in Weimar Germany. This chapter 
has shown, through a number of examples, what huge potential and 
possibilities film offered as a medium for reaching the masses and for 
spreading the message of international solidarity. 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s cinema work created unique opportunities for 
German workers to view films which departed radically from those 
offered by the “bourgeois” film production companies and Hollywood 
films, as the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s films elaborated on themes such as the inter-
national solidarity of the working class and the liberation of all peoples 
from the yoke of capitalism. Through its active visual language and 
engaging stories, film brought the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of international 
solidarity to life like never before.   

  The  Arbeiterhilfe  and agitprop theatre, 1927–1931 

 Besides cinema, theatre troupes played a crucial role in the spreading 
of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of international solidarity. It is argued 
here that through their stage performances, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s agitprop 
theatre troupes created a vital public space for the celebration of interna-
tional solidarity which created a new and innovative way of spreading 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s counter-cultural message of international solidarity. 
Through drama and comedy they illustrated the need for a united work-
ing-class community standing against the bourgeois ‘other’. The aim of 
the following pages is to investigate how the  Arbeiterhilfe  was involved 
in Weimar Germany’s renown proletarian theatre movement and how 
this was utilised in its campaign work. 

 The Russian  Proletkult  had inspired a group of German intellectuals, 
artists and workers to establish the League for Proletarian Culture in 
1919 and who were then involved in forming the first Proletarian 
Theatre in Berlin. During the years that followed, similar proletarian 
theatres were established in major German cities, although they gener-
ally remained short-lived experiments. The leading artistic light who 
left a lasting imprint on the scene of the German proletarian theatre 
was, of course, Erwin Piscator, who from 1921 onwards was also the 
main force behind the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s  Künstlerhilfe.   66   Piscator had moved 
to Berlin in late 1918 where he had been introduced to the Dada group 
immediately upon his arrival. It was here that he became acquainted 
with Georg Grosz, John Heartfield and Franz Jung – all of whom would 
become central figures in the history of the  Arbeiterhilfe .  67   
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 The 1920s indeed represented the golden age of political theatre with 
such luminaries as Piscator and Bertolt Brecht rising to fame and estab-
lishing the ‘epic theatre’ which introduced the use of photography, 
montage, sound recordings and other technical innovations to theatre. 
It was Piscator who introduced mass media to the stage and broke with 
the theatre traditions from the  Kaiserreich  by focusing his theatre on 
both current events and recent history in a direct, politically engaging 
manner.  68   

 Piscator played an important role through his productions for the 
KPD in 1924–1925 which inspired the formation of several pioneering 
agitprop troupes. After 1925, the development of agitprop theatre 
troupes in Germany was rapid. That year the KPD’s Party Congress 
embraced the idea of actively using agitprop troupes and, by 1929, 
almost every communist meeting or demonstration included the 
performance of an agitprop troupe.  69   During this period, two signif-
icant developments occurred. Firstly, on 3 September 1927, the 
 Piscatorbühne  (The Piscator Theatre) opened on Nollendorfplatz, in 
the vicinity of Berlin’s fashionable East End. Secondly, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
managed to leave an indelible and lasting imprint on the German 
agitprop theatre scene.  70   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s major involvement in interwar agitprop started with 
the organisation of a tour of the most influential Soviet workers’ theatre 
group, the Moscow “ Blaue Blusen  (the Blue Shirts, or often incorrectly 
translated as the Blue Blouse)” in Germany in the autumn of 1927.  71   
Later, between February 1930 and March 1931, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s own 
agitprop group called  Kolonne Links  (Column Left), toured extensively 
throughout Weimar Germany. 

  Agitprop from Moscow: the Blue Shirts on tour in Germany 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s invitation for the Blue Shirts to tour Germany in 1927 
was a significant example of a transnational transfer of worker’s culture 
during the interwar period. Like the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s van Demien exhibi-
tion in 1921, the 1927 tour of the Blue Shirts offered a splendid oppor-
tunity to showcase the new proletarian culture being developed in the 
Soviet Union. The German tour was later described as a major factor in 
the establishment of a wave of new agitprop troupes in Germany, as in 
most towns where they had performed local theatre groups were, in the 
words of Rühle (1963), popping up like mushrooms. Significantly, the 
Blue Shirts did not only inspire new formations, but also enriched their 
dramatic forms. In total, the Blue Shirts performed in 25 cities to about 
150,000 spectators in Germany.  72   
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 The tour of the Blue Shirts was organised by the  Arbeiterhilfe  in 
conjunction with the ten-year celebration of the Russian Revolution 
to spread sympathy for the Soviet Union amongst the wider popula-
tion.  73   As documents from Moscow show, in 1927 Münzenberg and the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  were put in charge of the international campaign for the 
celebration of the anniversary of the Russian Revolution. From March 
1927 onwards, Münzenberg had been making extensive plans for the 
celebration and, in this context, he suggested in a letter to the Secretariat 
of the Comintern that the Comintern’s Agitprop Department assist him 
in organising a number of massive Russian cultural events and celebra-
tions in Europe. He then specifically asked for the Blue Shirts to be sent 
on a tour of the West.  74   

 Finally, on 11 July 1927, the German  Arbeiterhilfe  sent the Blue Shirts in 
Moscow an invitation to tour Germany.  75   The  Arbeiterhilfe  officially sent 
visa applications for the 14 members of the Blue Shirts to the German 
embassy in Moscow on 3 August 1927. The German authorities were, 
however, concerned that the group would spread political propaganda in 
Germany and consequently endanger security and order in Germany.  76   
The Reich Commissioner for the Supervision of Public Order had recom-
mended that the German embassy in Moscow not grant visas to the Blue 
Shirts members. As earlier examples have shown, the disorganisation 
of the Weimar institutions was incredible. The Reich Commissioner for 
the Supervision of Public Order was in this case completely taken aback 
when on 7 October he read in the newspapers that the Blue Shirts had, 
in spite of his orders, arrived in Germany and had already given two 
initial performances in Breslau (today’s Wrocław in Poland) and was set 
to perform in Berlin on three consecutive nights, 7–9 October.  77   As it 
turns out, it was the Berlin Police President himself who had permitted 
the entry of the Russians and, during a security check, all 14 members 
had possessed valid entry and departure visas granted by the German 
embassy in Moscow.  78   

 The promotional booklet printed for the Blue Shirts’ performances 
at the newly opened Piscator Theatre in Berlin provides an excellent 
description of the spectacle. In an attempt to describe the theatre of the 
Blue Shirts, it was explained that the word “cabaret” was a completely 
inaccurate description. The European cabaret was only characterised by 
alcohol and obscenities, whereas the agitprop troupe offered singing, 
dancing and recitals through the use of jokes, satire and pathos. It was 
called Soviet Russian “Kleinkunst-Bühne (variety theatre)”  79   

 In a unique police report on the Blue Shirts’ Berlin première, an inside 
view of the performance and the audience’s reactions is provided. As 
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in the report on the  Potemkin  première at the Apollo Theatre one year 
earlier, the entry of Soviet Russian agitprop theatre generated significant 
public interest. The Piscator Theatre was completely sold out, with a 
capacity of 1,100 spectators which was a lot more than most theatres in 
London could accommodate.  80   According to the police report, the audi-
ence during the Berlin première in the evening of 7 October consisted 
mainly of Russians, allegedly staff members of the various Soviet insti-
tutions in Berlin. The performance was hosted by a German compère 
who explained to the audience that the group should be perceived as 
being a “living newspaper” which, especially in the Soviet Union, was 
a necessity due to the high levels of illiteracy. The police report noted 
that the performance included almost no decorations. The costumes 
of the performers consisted of Blue Shirts which, depending on the 
sketch, were complemented with various garments. Their singing was 
fast, at times there was dancing and other bodily movements. What 
followed consisted of ten different sketches which, through parody, 
jokes and propaganda, offered their support to the Soviet system. The 
most notable sketch was entitled “Ford and We”, which depicted how 
Fordism, symbolised by the assembly line, was being utilised in the 
Soviet Union in order to construct socialism. It was explained how Ford’s 
system was used in capitalist countries in order to exploit the workers 
to the maximum, whereas in the Soviet Union the system was being 
made to serve the wider population. Ford is depicted as constructing his 
system in the capitalist West when he is suddenly interrupted by a radio 
broadcast informing him of the Soviet Union’s utilisation of his system. 
Upon hearing this, the audience watches how Ford faints powerlessly 
to the ground. Again, according to the police report, when the show 
ended, the Blue Shirts received a thunderous applause from the audi-
ence. Then ‘spontaneously’, a group of people in the second row had 
started singing the  Internationale , which the rest of the audience had 
quickly joined in with. Supposedly, the police noted in their report, this 
constituted communist Germany’s greeting to the Soviet Union.  81   It was 
yet again an example of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s efforts to construct a transna-
tional solidarity community and a broad culture of international soli-
darity in Weimar Germany. 

 In the audience were KPD leaders such as Wilhelm Pieck who, in a 
report published in  Rote Fahne,  explained that the fact that the perform-
ance was in Russian and that most of the audience did not understand 
a word of what they were saying was of no consequence. “Complete 
understanding” had been achieved by the actors’ gestures, movements 
and tone of speech. Pieck classified the performance as the “best possible 
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propaganda”.  82   It seems that a unique quality of the performances in 
Berlin, and also for their entire German tour, was that the Blue Shirts 
managed to attract a mixed audience consisting of “curious” bourgeois 
and ordinary workers. What impressed some communist reviewers was 
the fact that all the sketches played by the group were always performed 
as a collective (vollständige Kolläktivitet), as there was never a scene 
with just one performer on the stage, which was deemed to be individu-
alistic bourgeois art.  83   

 The initial tour of the Blue Shirts was regarded as having been such a 
success that the  Arbeiterhilfe  twice requested an extension of their visit 
in Germany. The Blue Shirts troupe’s last performance was held in Berlin 
on 18 December 1927.  84   

 One could argue that the performances of the Blue Shirts created 
unique celebrations for international solidarity in general, and for inter-
national solidarity towards the Soviet Union in particular. The perform-
ances gathered people who could laugh and enjoy the stories of life in 
the Soviet Union and thus form an understanding and appreciation of 
the Soviet world. This was a crucial aspect in creating a sympathetic, 
pro-Soviet atmosphere which was a prerequisite for the establishment 
and strengthening of international solidarity between the workers of the 
world and the Soviet Union. If the workers of Germany were to show 
their international solidarity towards the Soviet Union, they needed to 
form a positive understanding of the Soviet system, to be ‘educated’ 
about the “new Russia”. As it is argued here, if the Soviet Union could 
not be presented in a positive light which enabled people to view it with 
sympathy, there was no possibility of forming any bonds of solidarity. 
This was the great leap forward offered by the Blue Shirts, to make the 
Soviet system comprehensible and to even make people laugh together 
about the opponents and critics of the Soviet system, and thus effec-
tively present an image of the ‘other’ and a sympathetic image of the 
imagined transnational community of the workers of the world and the 
Fatherland of all workers: the Soviet Union.  

   Kolonne Links : agitprop for international solidarity 

 In a bid to repeat the success of the Blue Shirts, the  Arbeiterhilfe  began a 
collaboration with the seven actor strong agitprop troup  Kolonne Links  
in December 1929. The leading light and founder of the group Helmut 
Damerius, was then called to the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s office in Berlin to work 
for the  Arbeiterhilfe .  85   

 In his recollections of the  Kolonne Links  era Damerius explains the 
decision not to call the troupe “Rote Kolonne (Red Column)”. The 
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clear intention was that their primary aim was to reach and influence 
those who were not yet Red, but who were on the Left.  86   The purpose 
of this tour was, according to Damerius, both to spread the idea of 
international solidarity to the workers of Germany and to recruit new 
members to the  Arbeiterhilfe .  87   It provided sympathisers with a possi-
bility to engage in a radical culture of international solidarity although 
without forcing them to become members of the  Communist Party  (CP) 
or the  Arbeiterhilfe . 

 In the advertisements for  Kolonne Links ’ shows, the  Arbeiterhilfe  even 
presented the troupe as the “Blue Shirts of Germany”.  88   Their show was 
staged in two parts with a representative of the  Arbeiterhilfe  holding a 
short speech during the interval.  89   The  Kolonne Links  also presented 
during every show its own signature song (Truppenlied) which elabo-
rated on the necessity to stand up in resistance against the “mortal 
enemy”, the bourgeois, and to tie a fraternal knot with Red Russia. In 
the refrain it called on the grey columns of workers to advance, to make 
the decision before it was too late: “Left, left, left, proletarian”.  90   

 Reports on the  Kolonne Links’  tour started to appear in June 1930. It 
was reported that  Kolonne Links  had been so successful during its tour 
in the Ruhr area that of the 7,270 people who had seen their show, 877 
or 12 percent had signed up to be members of the  Arbeiterhilfe .  91   In July 
1930,  Kolonne Links  had allegedly helped to recruit 6,000 new members 
during a four-month period in which the group had performed at 103 
 Arbeiterhilfe  meetings. The group had also integrated fundraising into its 
programme, as in the summer of 1930 when they collected money for 
the strikers and their children in Mansfeld.  92   

 On 29 March 1931,  Kolonne Links  bade farewell to Berlin with a final 
performance before leaving for the Soviet Union.  93   Up until their depar-
ture ,  Kolonne Links  had managed to attract up to 16,800 new members 
to the  Arbeiterhilfe .  94    Kolonne Links ’ tour in the Soviet Union constituted 
a reciprocal complement to the Blue Shirts’ tour in Germany in 1927. 
The German troupe initially performed in Moscow, after which it went 
on tour all the way to Baku in today’s Azerbaijan and Tbilis in today’s 
Georgia.  95   

 From the government’s perspective, the performances by  Kolonne 
Links  were deemed to be a glorification of the Soviet Union and a belit-
tling of all governmental and cultural achievements in Germany.  96   It 
was thus perhaps no surprise that in May 1931, in the midst of the 
global economic crisis, the German government banned all perform-
ances of “Red” agitprop groups in the spirit of the state of emergency 
(Notverordnung). Münzenberg declared it to be a part of the general 
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cultural reaction taking place in Germany which was directed against 
the working class.  97   

 Due to the measures by the Weimar Republic, agitprop became equated 
with public attempts to provoke civil disobedience. In the process the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  lost another of its most effective means to spread its message 
of solidarity, which also was absent from the crucial struggle against the 
national socialists before Hitler’s coming to power in 1933. 

 In conclusion, alongside its film and cinema work, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
activities within the field of agitprop theatre formed a crucial part of its 
public visibility and image in Weimar Germany. The tour of the Soviet 
agitprop troupe Blue Shirts in Germany formed a crucial benchmark in 
Soviet cultural diplomacy during the twentieth century which enabled 
the showcasing of the Soviet Union’s cultural capabilities and the inno-
vations of a ‘proletarian culture’ in the West. It further inspired a whole 
movement of agitprop theatre in Weimar Germany that enabled the 
German workers to spread of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of international 
solidarity through the mediums of drama and comedy.      
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   This chapter narrates and analyses the major public celebrations of inter-
national solidarity in Germany, with a focus on Berlin as the scene of 
the celebration. In the first part, the focus of the analysis will be on the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s International Solidarity Days (1930–1932) that involved 
tens of thousands of people which, especially towards the end of the 
Weimar Republic, became the most important international solidarity 
festival. 

 The second part of the chapter deals with the most spectacular interna-
tional solidarity event the  Arbeiterhilfe  ever produced: the ten-year anni-
versary of the  Arbeiterhilfe  which culminated in the “World Congress 
of International Solidarity”, organised in Berlin in October 1931. One 
could argue that it represented the last prodigious public international 
solidarity congress organised on German soil before the coming of the 
Third Reich. The analysis of the celebrations also depict the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
reactions and further radicalisation in the context of the devastating 
economic crisis in Weimar Germany.  

  A people’s festival? The International Solidarity Day 

 The festivals and spectacles form a clear part of the new ‘mass politics’ 
that was constructed on the active usage of symbols, myths, public 
festivals and rites. Many studies have claimed that it was the national 
socialists who ‘invented’ the use of aesthetics in mass politics during 
festivities and mass events. More recently, this image of national socialist 
supremacy in the field of mass politics has been challenged by studies 
focusing on mass events commissioned by the Weimar Republic and in 
studies of the political cultures of the republican parties and the workers’ 
movement. International Solidarity Day has not been acknowledged as 

     9 
 Celebrating International 
Solidarity, 1930–1932   
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having been either a significant festival for international solidarity or 
any kind of public festival in Germany in the previous research.  1   

 It will hence be argued that between 1930–1932 this event developed 
into one of the major public festivals of the Left. However, in compar-
ison to public celebrations concerning mainly communists, such as 
the LLL festivals organised by the  German Communist Party  (KPD) in 
commemoration of Lenin, Liebknecht and Luxemburg; the  Arbeiterhilfe  
attempted to create a festival for everyone who sympathised with the 
idea of international solidarity, as a kind of people’s festival.  2   If earlier 
studies have highlighted the culture of radicalism that was developed 
by the  Communist Party  (CP) in Germany, here it is argued that the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s festivals and celebrations of solidarity form a crucial, but 
hitherto forgotten, part of the study of the fragmented political culture 
within the Weimar Republic and the counter-cultural activities of the 
German working class. 

  1930: the festival of the one hundred thousand 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe’ s International Solidarity Day seems to have originated 
from the annual summer festivals that the  Arbeiterhilfe  had organised for 
workers’ families since 1925.  3   However, the first festival that was actually 
called “Solidarity Day” (Solidaritätstag) was organised in Berlin on 2 July 
1927.  4     The celebrations expanded each year, but it was in 1930 when 
International Solidarity Day was first consciously transformed into the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s most high-profile event of the year. 

 As the motto for the 1930 International Solidarity Day “Fest der 
100,000 (Festival of the 100,000)” proclaimed, this was clearly the start 
of a new vision of what the solidarity spectacle was meant to be.  5   It 
was proclaimed to be the “Day of Mass Mobilisation”, as the event for 
demonstrating the brotherly unity of all workers.  6   The message of soli-
darity was hence defined very broadly, including all anti-capitalist forces. 
It was further emphasised that, although the event was a celebration of 
the  Arbeiterhilfe , the organisation did not represent an end in itself but 
was the “embodiment” and “organisational expression” of proletarian 
solidarity and the international unity of all workers.  7   

 For the first time International Solidarity Days were also organised in 
other countries.  8   In Germany, events were apart from Berlin organised in 
Hannover, Essen, Offenbach, Hanau and Breslau.  9   In a secret Comintern 
resolution it was stated that 30–40 events were organised in Germany 
in 1930.  10   

 Both radical and moderate demands were mixed together and vari-
ously highlighted in different contexts, depending on the particular 
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forum in which they were being expressed. On the one hand, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  in Berlin welcomed all friends of proletarian solidarity. Yet 
it still publicly subscribed to the idea of supporting the formation of a 
Soviet Germany.  11   

 The people of Berlin apparently embraced the new version of the 
event, and the  Arbeiterhilfe  estimated that 120,000 people had attended 
the spectacle in Berlin. It was defined as being “one of the most gran-
diose solidarity demonstrations that Berlin had witnessed during the 
past years”.  12   Other sources have, however, given significantly lower 
estimates of the number of people who were at the event. According to 
 Vossische Zeitung,  the 13 July International Solidarity Day in Berlin was 
attended by 50,000 people.  13   In an elaborate police report, it was again 
estimated that 45,000 people had attended the event at the Rehberge 
park, of whom about 10,000 were women, 15,000 youths, and 8,000 
children. Irrespective, even the lowest numbers indicate that the event 
had been turned into a major event for the celebration of international 
solidarity.  14   As shown below, it was from beginning to end a celebration 
of counter-cultural rituals and practices. 

 At the Rehberge festival grounds everyone in attendance was provided 
with a solidarity badge while several music groups performed around the 
area and workers’ songs were sung.  15   As the  Fahnendelegation  (delegation 
of standard bearers) entered the park, a trumpet fanfare heralded their 
arrival. Münzenberg entered the grounds at the head of the demonstra-
tion, which was met with jubilation by the masses.  16   A “forest of red flags” 
then entered the festival grounds. These included the flags of the KPD, 
the KPD districts of Berlin, the red sports clubs, the singers’ clubs, the  Rote 
Hilfe  and, of course of the  Arbeiterhilfe . On the banners one could read 
slogans in defence of the Soviet Union, and in solidarity with the strikers 
in Germany. Suddenly, in the middle of the march one could see a group 
of the illegal  Red Front Fighters’ League  (RFB). A Soviet workers’ flag could 
also be seen flying.  17   For the police it was a clear embarrassment that such 
illegal groups had managed, despite strict controls, to participate in the 
demonstration. According to the police, the RFB members had concealed 
their forbidden garments under their clothes and then, at some unob-
served moment, had sneaked into the parade.  18   

 Speeches were then held amongst others by Münzenberg as the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s General Secretary; Alfons Goldschmidt as a leading member 
of the German  Arbeiterhilfe ; and Hermann Remmele, who together with 
Ernst Thälmann and Heinz Neumann at the time represented the ‘trium-
virate’ in charge of the KPD. The speeches were concluded with the joint 
singing of the  Internationale .  19   
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 When the  Arbeiter-Illustrierte-Zeitung  (AIZ) reported on Berlin’s 
International Solidarity Day in its following issue, it emphasised the fact 
that Münzenberg’s appearance on stage had been the highlight of the 
spectacle.  20   In his speech, Münzenberg made a strong stand for the revo-
lutionary struggle of the workers. As capitalism in the Western world 
was struggling with one of the most devastating economic crises, it was 
estimated that 100 million people were suffering in desperate need. 
Furthermore, Münzenberg emphasised the devastating situation in 
China and India, which meant that in all 200 million people were living 
in misery. “An economic system that depends upon such suffering, must 
perish,” Münzenberg declared to a cheering audience. The suffering 
could not be prolonged and the workers were required to head a 
persistent, passionate struggle against the ruling class. One could not 
count on the help of others, but the destiny of the workers was in their 
own hands: “No God, no trade union Secretary will help us. We must 
help ourselves”. The only force able to head the proletarian revolution 
was, according to Münzenberg, the CP. Social democrats and the bour-
geois had predicted the fall of communism hundreds of times, but, in 
Münzenberg’s view, International Solidarity Day showed the true colour 
of Berlin. “Berlin is Red and remains Red,” Münzenberg declared, and 
continued asking: “Who will be victorious in the great battle between 
the classes, we or the capitalists?” The crowd roared “We!” after which 
Münzenberg demanded to know who would be victorious: “Stalin or 
Hitler?” whereupon the crowd shouted: “Stalin! Stalin!”  21   

 After Münzenberg’s speech, the crowd divided into smaller groups as 
people attended the performances of the agitprop troupes and the sports 
events.  22   On the dance stage, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s very own  Kolonne Links  
performed its entire programme.  23   International Solidarity Day was 
also attended by the  Proletarische Freidenker  (Proletarian Free-Thinkers) 
who established a stand for those wishing to leave the church, “this 
organisation of the class enemy” (Kirchenaustrittszentrale (the Centre 
for Leaving the Church).  24   

 Amongst the most noteworthy cultural events was a game of chess 
with living pieces. One side was dressed in bourgeois outfits, while the 
other side wore proletarian clothes. The bourgeois pieces included a 
priest with a black tree cross and a police man riding a wooden hobby 
horse.  25   As the programme ended and the crowd left the grounds of the 
Rehberge park,  Rote Fahne  at least articulated the hope that the masses 
had through the solidarity spectacle been filled with a fresh fighting 
spirit which they would take along to their respective factories and 
companies in order to continue their struggles.  26   
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 The celebration did not, however, end peacefully as clashes occurred 
between the communists and the police with 22 people being arrested, 
most of them quite young. Counter-cultural practices such as wearing 
forbidden uniforms or singing forbidden revolutionary songs became 
a provocative way to show civil disobedience, where the actual crime 
was indeed questionable.  27   In the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s journal  Mahnruf,  it was 
stated that it had not only been a success for the organisation but also 
a very successful event for the development of the revolutionary idea 
amongst German workers. It was even claimed that the event had repre-
sented a grandiose “mass confession to the proletarian revolution”.  28   The 
following day, it was claimed that, despite the oppression of the workers 
of Berlin, International Solidarity Day had shown that their enthusiasm 
to fight (Kampfbegeisterung) was not broken but most certainly alive 
and only growing stronger. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s International Solidarity 
Day had shown that Berlin belonged to the revolution.  29   

 Afterwards, International Solidarity Day was discussed in the context 
of the day and the struggles ahead. The Brüning government’s strong 
reaction against the communists in particular, including a total ban 
against anything seen as provoking civic disobedience in Germany, 
was sharply criticised. It was up to the masses, who had supported 
International Solidarity Day, to show that solidarity meant action. 
The “Black Chancellor” and his supporters had to be shown that the 
German working class could not be taken to the butcher’s like lambs to 
the slaughter. It was committed to fighting.  30    

  1931: “a fiery manifestation of the will to fight” 

 The 1931 International Solidarity Day was a solidarity spectacle of 
unprecedented proportions. Even the bourgeois newspaper  Welt 
am Montag  noted afterwards that the spectacle organised by the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  in Berlin “overshadowed all other events of this nature”. 
It even exclaimed that it was so well organised and with such great 
attractions that one almost forgot that it was a “communist day of 
struggle” (Kampftag).  31   After the 1931 event, Münzenberg highlighted 
that International Solidarity Day had been a “powerful and spec-
tacular” demonstration for the Red united front. It had supposedly 
managed for one day to unite communists, social democrats and non-
party members in revolutionary demands.  32   

 According to a secret report sent to the Comintern, International 
Solidarity Day was celebrated in 600–700 German cities and villages 
and thus represented a significant increase from the 30–40 event of the 
previous year.  33   
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 The slogan of the 1931 event was “For Bread and Freedom” (Für Brot 
und Freiheit). The subsequent inclusive slogans included the calls for 
a struggle of unity (Einheitskampf) of all the oppressed, for the Soviet 
Union and for international proletarian solidarity. The excluding 
slogans called for a fight against social reaction, against oppression and 
fascism and against the imperialist war. Significantly, unlike in 1930, 
the concept of social fascism was not utilised in this context. Instead, 
the first appeal for International Solidarity Day ended with the classic 
1848 call for international solidarity: “Proletarians of all countries, 
unite!”.  34   In the appeal signed by the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s CC it was stated that 
International Solidarity Day had to become a “fiery manifestation of 
the will to fight” amongst workers, worker intellectuals, peasants and 
the impoverished middle classes. It was the day when millions had to 
pledge their solidarity with the 30 million unemployed of the world and 
to form a revolutionary united front against capitalist oppression.  35   

 Dünninghaus later declared that the 1931 International Solidarity Day 
had become an impressive symbol for the future international union 
of all peoples. He continued melodramatically that “in all countries, 
hearts are beating for proletarian solidarity”.  36   Here, again, the strong 
emotional character of solidarity is highlighted. Passionately, hearts are 
beating for the transnational unity of all oppressed peoples. 

 In  Rote Fahne,  the purpose of International Solidarity Day was formu-
lated in far more revolutionary and military terms, calling it the “general 
roll-call for active proletarian solidarity”.  37   International Solidarity Day 
was, naturally, not perceived in such terms in, for example, the AIZ, 
where it was portrayed as being a demonstration day for all those in 
the capitalist system who were denied bread and freedom. For all these 
people, International Solidarity Day and its motto “proletarian solidarity 
helps to free the world” represented an unshakeable truth and promise 
of the future.  38   

 Despite the revolutionary rhetorics the  Arbeiterhilfe  still managed to 
maintain the festival’s celebratory character of a day for everyone to 
joyfully celebrate international solidarity.  39   The festival was perceived as 
being a celebration of emancipation and an effort to change the world: 
to free it from the system of capitalism. In the era of unprecedented 
unemployment levels, this vision of a new supposedly better world was 
certainly, for some, a cause worth celebrating and dreaming about.  40   

 On 21 May 1931, another pre-International Solidarity Day meeting was 
held in Saalbau Friedrichshain in Berlin where Münzenberg professed 
that the destiny of the capitalist system was clear: it was condemned to 
death (the crowd at this point broke out in vigorous applause). In the 
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climax of his speech, Münzenberg animated the audience with a spirit 
of resistance as he stated that, despite his immunity as a member of the 
Reichstag, he had been searched for weapons when entering the hall, and 
yet he and the crowd had still smuggled into the premises the sharpest 
of all weapons – Marxism! (“und doch haben wir die schärfste Waffe 
hereingeschmuggelt – den Marxismus!”).  41   It was a promising start for 
the 1931 celebration of solidarity. 

 However, the spaces accessible for celebrating solidarity in Berlin 
were constantly diminishing as the Berlin police force under the social 
democrat Albert Grzesinski’s (1879–1947) leadership, banned several 
elements of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s International Solidarity Day on the basis of 
the German government’s notorious  Notverordnung .  42   More restrictions 
followed, with celebrations only being permitted at indoor venues and 
parks.  43   The police president also banned all agitprop troupe perform-
ances, which was a serious setback for the  Arbeiterhilfe . The police 
were cracking down on Solidarity Day as they had noted the fact that 
Solidarity Day had traditionally involved a significant amount of fund-
raising but, as the  Arbeiterhilfe  in Berlin at least were not allowed to 
collect any money, anyone found to be fundraising would be arrested 
for illegal conduct.  44   

 A mass meeting at the Berlin  Sportpalast , held on Thursday 11 June, 
became the new start signal for the spectacle, after which the celebra-
tions would continue over the weekend at 16 venues around Berlin.  45   
The 1931 International Solidarity Day was officially supported by other 
mass organisations and sympathising organisations, including the 
 Revolutionary Trade Union Opposition  (RGO), the  League Against Imperialism  
(LAI), the  Interessengemeinschaft für Arbeiterkultur  (Ifa), workers’ sport 
organisations, women’s organisations and youth organisations.  46   This 
year’s programme also offered a performance by the acclaimed Joseph 
Bilé, “the Negro-actor”, who held an enthusiastic speech and sang and 
played “Negro folk songs”.  47   

 The main Berlin Solidarity Day event was on 14 June 1931 and was 
organised at the Carlshof park which was located within the vicinity of 
the Red Wedding and Moabit Berlin districts. A trumpet fanfare heralded 
the opening ceremony of the spectacle after which a parade of marchers 
holding banners and flags entered the grounds singing revolutionary 
songs.  48   The estimates on how many people had attended this cele-
bration vary significantly. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s own press had estimated 
that at the Carlshof park alone between 35,000 and 40,000 people 
had attended, and that in the whole of Germany 150,000 people had 
participated in the celebration.  49   However, the Berlin police estimated 
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on the basis of observations at 12 locations on 13–14 June that in total 
31,850 people attended International Solidarity Day in Berlin of which 
15,000 had attended the Carlshof spectacle.  50   In an internal report on 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ solidarity work in the Berlin area, it was estimated that 
the Carlshof spectacle had attracted 20,000 people. In the rest of the 
Berlin–Brandenburg area, it was reported that 54 local groups had organ-
ised International Solidarity Days. In total, it was estimated that the 
Berlin–Brandenburg district had amassed no less than 100,000 people 
during its International Solidarity Day.  51   

 In his speech to the crowd at Carlshof, Münzenberg spoke of the 
desperate state of the German working people and of the struggles 
ahead.  52   In Münzenberg’s view, the aim of International Solidarity Day 
was to spread the idea of international solidarity to the workers and 
to convince the masses that this day was the first step away from the 
slavery of capitalism and towards the freedom of socialism.  53   

 International Solidarity Day also offered a grand finale, as mentioned in 
the introduction of this book. Trumpeters played the  Roten Zapfenstreich  
(something like the Red Military Tattoo in English) and shortly there-
after the long awaited fireworks display commenced. A large  Arbeiterhilfe  
symbol was illuminated in the dark and a thundering cannonade was 
heard. The enthusiasm of the crowd allegedly knew no limits and 
thousands spontaneously started singing the  Internationale  as a great 
red fire lit up the Berlin night sky symbolising the bright future of the 
working class.  54   As expressed in  Rote Fahne  on 16 June,  55   International 
Solidarity Day constituted a captivating pledge to the “revolutionary 
people’s front” (revolutionäre Volksfront). From other parts of Berlin, 
police reports noted that the overall nature of the spectacle was that 
of a people’s festival (“Die Veranstaltung trug den Charakter eines 
Volksfestes”).  56   These kinds of statements confirm that the  Arbeiterhilfe  
had managed to create a broad public interest and most likely succeeded 
in attracting new groups of people to the counter-cultural celebrations 
taking place in Weimar Germany. 

 However, conflicts seemed to be an inevitable part of the celebrations. 
In Berlin, open violence between the supporters of the  Arbeiterhilfe  and 
the national socialists had broken out on Solidarity Day. Around 7 a.m. in 
East Berlin there had been a gunfight between communists and national 
socialists. In the communist press, it was claimed that this fight had 
been the result of national socialist provocation in the workers’ neigh-
bourhood. The incident resulted in four severely injured workers, one 
of whom later died despite hospitalisation. A total of seven communists 
and one national socialist were arrested at the scene.  57   For the first time 
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the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s celebrations of international solidarity were violently 
challenged by the defenders of an extreme German national solidarity.  

  1932: the last mass call for international 
solidarity in the Weimar Republic 

 The 1932 International Solidarity Day was strongly integrated into and 
influenced by the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s anti-war campaign which is discussed 
in more detail in Chapter 10. Münzenberg promised in a letter to the 
Comintern that the  Arbeiterhilfe  would develop this year’s International 
Solidarity Day into a “real international anti-war day”.  58   The slogans for 
International Solidarity Day were initially articulated in the AIZ in an 
anti-war spirit, where they called for “international solidarity against 
imperialist war – for the defence of the Soviet Union and Soviet China!”. 
However, the slogans published in the AIZ also included classic calls for 
the improvement of the daily lives of the workers, for example, “Solidarity 
of all workers in their struggle against ‘wage robbery’ (Lohnraub) and 
social reaction – for work, bread and land” (Boden): Significantly, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  also called for the creation of “the Red united front against 
capitalism and the fascist dictatorship!”.  59   

 The 1932 International Solidarity Day was conceived within a more 
international context than ever before. The  Arbeiterhilfe  proclaimed that 
International Solidarity Day offered the working class throughout the 
whole world the opportunity to simultaneously demonstrate in the 
North and South, in the East and the West, under the Red flag of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe . Everyone would thereby be united by the idea of proletarian 
solidarity and the common will to bring the “bankrupt” system of capi-
talism to an end. In addition, the  Arbeiterhilfe  declared that the struggle 
for international solidarity was a struggle against racism (Rassenhass) 
and warmongering and declared their global message of international 
solidarity: “Whether black or white, brown or yellow, we all, who are 
oppressed and exploited, demonstrate on 12 June”. Characteristically, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  did not only present ‘rational’ arguments for its cause 
but actively appealed for an emotional commitment from the individual 
workers, declaring that the struggle against capitalism involved the very 
fate of “you and your family, your children, your class” and, of course, 
the future of the Soviet Union.  60   This constituted the ‘we’ group of the 
transnational workers’ community. 

 Brotherly greetings were also sent on behalf of hundreds and thou-
sands of “Negro workers” in Africa, the West Indies and South America 
from the Hamburg based  International Trade Union Committee of Negro 
Workers .  61   In Neukölln, Joseph Bilé represented the “Black proletariat” of 
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the Berlin area. Bilé had, therefore, been promoted from his earlier role 
as a “Negro artist” during the 1931 International Solidarity Day and was 
now represented as a serious representative of the Black proletariat.  62   

 The main venue in Berlin was, as the previous year, the Carlshof 
Plötzensee outdoors venue.  63   Münzenberg gave the main speech of the 
Solidarity Day at the Carlshof, where the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s ongoing anti-war 
campaign and the increasing war danger in the Far East provided a new 
character to Münzenberg’s articulations of international solidarity. He 
declared that he had just returned from Moscow and he assured all those 
present that the Soviet Union wanted nothing but peace. However, if 
a Japanese solider crossed the border into the Soviet Union, the Red 
Army was prepared to defend itself. According to Münzenberg, all impe-
rialist countries and warmongers were calling out “Moscow must fall”. 
Therefore it was the urgent duty of the working people to defend the 
Soviet Union and, if the national armies should try to mobilise them 
against the Soviet Union, the workers should instead use these weapons 
against the enemies of the Soviet Union. Münzenberg also spoke of 
the German political situation and stressed the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s demand 
that the social democratic workers collaborate and join the struggle. 
Münzenberg concluded his speech by proclaiming that “The ‘Third 
Reich’ must not, and will not come, if the working class rises up”.  64   
This year’s calls thus united an anti-war, anti-capitalist and anti-fascist 
message of international solidarity. 

 In a ritual of international solidarity, a Japanese and Chinese repre-
sentative were invited on stage stressing the importance of the mutual 
solidarity between the peasants and workers of China and Japan. Their 
appearance was concluded with a symbolical, brotherly handshake. The 
spectacle was concluded with a great firework display, a choir performed 
an anti-war song and in conclusion a gigantic banner declaring: “We 
protect the Soviet Union” was revealed. According to a published 
report, the crowd then started singing the  Internationale  in exhilarated 
voices.  65   

 The AIZ claimed that about 250,000 people had taken part in the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s International Solidarity Day in Berlin.  66   However, the 
actual celebration in 1932 had been severely more restricted in scope. In 
a report from the Berlin police president to the Minister of the Interior, 
it was noted that the events in Berlin had generally been well attended, 
although the numbers reproduced in the communist press had not been 
achieved. The total number of participants was estimated at 30,000.  67   

 In the German  Arbeiterhilfe ’s secret report, preserved in the  Russian 
State Archives of Social and Political History  (RGASPI), it was estimated 
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that the event in Berlin had attracted 45,000–50,000 people. Despite 
efforts to make International Solidarity Day a festival for all prole-
tarian organisations, it was concluded that, in most cases, International 
Solidarity Day had remained an “ Arbeiterhilfe  affair”, as other organisa-
tions had not supported the event in any significant way.  68   The report 
concluded:

  It must be said openly that the Solidarity Day was not as successful 
with regard to the recruitment of social democratic workers for the 
Red united front as it ought to have been in view of the objective 
conditions and the change of mood in the circles of social democratic 
workers.  69     

 The  Social Democratic Party ’s (SPD) ban against the  Arbeiterhilfe  from 
1924 had not been revoked which still prohibited involvement in the 
 Arbeiterhilfe . It remains, however, uncertain if the majority attending the 
event was communist or politically unorganised. 

 After these events, it was decided that the following International 
Solidarity Day was to be organised on 11 June 1933 but, as Chapter 10 
will show, by summer 1933, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s German organisation had 
been more or less totally dismembered and any attempts to hold such 
celebrations could only be carried out illegally. The 1932 International 
Solidarity Day became hence the last major celebration organised in the 
name of international solidarity during the Weimar Republic.  70   

 In conclusion, between 1930–1932, the  Arbeiterhilfe  managed to make 
International Solidarity Day a significant spectacle for the celebration 
of international solidarity in Weimar Germany. The development of the 
event included both an international and a German national expan-
sion as more countries were included and more cities and towns within 
Germany were included. In a short time, the  Arbeiterhilfe  managed to 
create a completely new day for the public celebration of international 
solidarity. At its height, International Solidarity Day became a true 
people’s festival but, as shown by the 1932 event, its development was 
marred on the one hand by an overly public alliance with the KPD, which 
tarnished the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s image of being an above-party international 
organisation; and on the other hand, Weimar Germany imposed harsh 
conditions on the development of public events of this nature. In the 
end, it must be regarded as being highly significant that the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was able to organise any kind of International Solidarity Day at all in the 
hostile climate of the late Weimar Republic. It constituted a significant 
public festival of counter-cultural international solidarity that enabled 
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the joint celebration and performance of public rituals that highlighted 
the interconnectedness of the transnational workers’ community – and 
highlighted their role as defenders of the socialist Fatherland. Again, 
classic Marxist articulations of solidarity were integrated with the destiny 
of the Soviet Union.   

  Exhibiting the power of solidarity: Berlin 1931 

 In 1931, the  Arbeiterhilfe  celebrated its ten-year anniversary in spec-
tacular style in Berlin. The main highlight of the celebration was the 
“World Congress of Proletarian Solidarity”. This congress and associated 
celebrations of international solidarity have not been the focus of any 
previous research. Münzenberg himself presented it as an event that not 
only concerned the  Arbeiterhilfe  and its affiliate organisations, but was 
also an important spectacle for the entire international working class.  71   
The celebration included a great deal of commemoration and congratu-
lations of past achievements, but the World Congress also constituted a 
forum where the future road of the  Arbeiterhilfe  and its solidarity work 
was defined in the context of the ever deeper global economic crisis. 
Along with the International Solidarity Day, the anniversary celebra-
tions fixed the  Arbeiterhilfe  as the principal international solidarity 
organisation of the Left in Weimar Germany. 

  “Hundreds of millions of hearts belong to us” 

 The anniversary celebrations that were held between 9 and 15 October 
1931 were not limited to one congress but included four major inter-
linked congresses. The main event consisted of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s Eighth 
World Congress. Within the same week, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s Fourth German 
National Congress; its First International Women’s Congress and its First 
International Youth Congress were also held in Berlin.  72   

 It cannot be regarded as self-evident that the  Arbeiterhilfe  would be 
able to organise such a vast celebration in Berlin, as the  Internationale 
Rote Hilfe,  for example, chose to convene in Moscow for its anniver-
sary the following year.  73   Unlike Moscow, Berlin offered a completely 
different setting, a wide array of possibilities but also several significant 
restrictions imposed by the German authorities. The aim in 1931 was 
not to organise a communist event for members of the CPs of the world 
but to gather all socialists and sympathisers under the Red banner of 
international solidarity. As Dünninghaus declared, international prole-
tarian solidarity was the bridge that all working people, small peasants, 
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worker intellectuals, the unemployed, civil servants, scientists and 
doctors (Ärzte) could march on, opening the congress to all interested 
participants.  74   The 1931 World Congress offered the unique possibility 
for like-minded people to gather together from all around the world 
in order to debate and celebrate one of the cornerstones of any prole-
tarian revolution: international solidarity, its significance, meaning and 
implementation. 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s anniversary events in Weimar Berlin were both 
serious, with meetings, congresses and deliberations being held, and 
celebratory, with various manifestations and rituals of solidarity being 
performed. One evening, the  Arbeiterhilfe  invited the foreign delegates 
at the World Congress to a cultural event at the  Schubertsaal  in Berlin. 
Upon arrival, an ensemble of the RGO sung enchanting songs, and one 
of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  Youth groups performed a few short political plays 
depicting the then current political situation in Germany, as visual 
lessons for the foreign delegates. The dance group Hans Weidt performed 
“revolutionary dances” which were received with great applause. There 
were also performances by the popular proletarian musicians Ernst 
Busch and Hans Eisler. “That was an atmosphere,” one of the partici-
pants exclaimed later, “that one had not experienced in a long time”. 
But the true celebration commenced only after the official programme 
was over when Poles, Ukrainians, Czechs, Americans, French, Austrians 
and many others started improvising, reciting, singing and dancing. 
Battle songs in every language were sung. Some were dancing Russian 
dances in the middle of the hall while others clapped and stamped their 
feet to the rhythm of their moves. Again and again there were joint 
singing, cheers, jubilation and joint pledges to fight. It was an “unfor-
gettable night of true cordiality, genuine mirth and resolute fighting 
spirit”, one of the participants wrote in the following day’s paper.  75   
There was evidently a very special atmosphere at this congress in Berlin 
as Eleanor Despard from Ireland declared that she was very impressed by 
the “atmosphere of hope”.  76   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  could present a long list of famous artists, intel-
lectuals and scientists who both supported and congratulated the 
 Arbeiterhilfe . The most eminent amongst them formed an honorary 
Presidium consisting of Maxim Gorky, Henri Barbusse, John Dos Passos, 
Alfons Goldschmidt, Bishop William Montgomery Brown and Georg 
Ledebour.  77   In the AIZ, the  Arbeiterhilfe  could publish greetings from 
Gorky himself and from Romain Rolland.  78   In the printed programme 
for the World Congress, greetings from, amongst others, Upton Sinclair, 
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Theodore Dreiser, Käthe Kollwitz, Otto Nagel, Leonhard Frank and 
Arthur Holitscher were published.  79   

 In the international and German presses, the celebration of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s anniversary commenced in August 1931. Significantly, its 
commemoration was not restricted to the organisation as such but also 
prominently included the glorification of Münzenberg as its General 
Secretary. In these reports, it is vividly illustrated that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
success to success mainly was due to Münzenberg’s organisational 
talent, his temperament and his willingness to put his whole self on 
the line for the  Arbeiterhilfe . Millions of oppressed people around the 
world were talking about Münzenberg during the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s anni-
versary, revering him as their friend, “full of trust and faith,” it was 
declared.  80   

 In almost every article that was published on the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s anni-
versary, Lenin was presented as the revered forefather of both the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  and of international solidarity. In this context, Münzenberg 
was presented as Lenin’s successor as the protector of international 
solidarity around the world through his position as the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
General Secretary. This image is supported, for example, in a promo-
tional piece published in the AIZ before the World Congress where a 
portrait of Münzenberg is conspicuously placed to the right of a Lenin 
portrait. The cover of  Mahnruf  presented again that the celebration of 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  was the same as celebrating its two founding fathers, 
Lenin and Münzenberg.  81   

 Although Münzenberg was revered as the international protector of 
solidarity, the principal reason for the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s string of successes 
was not a person but the magic word “solidarity” (das Zauberwort 
“Solidarität”), it was declared. It was “solidarity” that had empowered 
the  Arbeiterhilfe .  82   This was an international solidarity resting on reci-
procity, on the idea that solidarity signified the assisting of the oppressed 
by the oppressed all around the world.  83   

 Still, Münzenberg’s role was emphasised and he was even called the 
 Führer  of the  Arbeiterhilfe . In 1931, the KPD had embraced a “Führer” rhet-
oric, evidently as a counter-claim against the  National Socialist German 
Workers’ Party ’s (NSDAP) claims that Hitler was the “Führer”. In the 
communist press it was without question Thälmann who was described 
as being the “Führer” of the German working class.  84   If Thälmann was the 
‘Führer’ of the German working class, it seems like a very bold statement, 
in the context of Stalin’s rising dictatorial powers in Moscow, to declare 
Münzenberg the ‘Führer’ of international solidarity in the world. 
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 The history of the  Arbeiterhilfe  was used to illustrate the power of 
international solidarity and its meaning for the socialist liberation 
struggle.  85   Full of confidence Münzenberg declared in August 1931 at 
a meeting in Berlin:

  One sixth of the world belongs to us; hundreds of millions of hearts 
in all countries belong to us. We are the heralds of a new and better 
social order, we are the victors of tomorrow. On this, the 10th anni-
versary of the  IAH  [ Arbeiterhilfe ], I promise you that we shall not rest 
until we have established a socialist Germany and a socialist world. 
We place the work of the IAH, the international proletarian solidarity, 
at the service of this great struggle!  86     

 Several minutes of applause followed and then the workers stood up and 
started singing the  Internationale .  Welt am Abend’s  reporter at the scene 
concluded that there was as much rapturous applause for the “Führer” 
Münzenberg as there was for the accomplishments of the  Arbeiterhilfe . 
Both had been pivotal in the realisation of the “greatest idea in human 
history – the world-wide solidarity of the working class”.  87   

 From the beginning of October, almost daily  Arbeiterhilfe  celebra-
tions and commemorations took place.  88   Even a special exhibition 
on the ten-year history of the  Arbeiterhilfe  and the AIZ was opened 
at 54/56 Leipziger Strasse in central Berlin.  89   The most ambitious 
commemoration was produced in the form a 528-page illustrated 
book published in the autumn of 1931 in Münzenberg’s name entitled 
 Solidarität. Zehn Jahre Internationale Arbeiterhilfe (Solidarity. Ten Years of 
the International Workers’ Relief) .  90   It constituted the first published 
presentation of the international history of the  Arbeiterhilfe , and, at 
the time, it was also perceived as being a textbook on practical soli-
darity work.  91    

  The “World Congress of Proletarian Solidarity” 

 The World Congress was not without reason characterised as an unprec-
edented opportunity for delegates from all over the world to meet 
and discuss the “necessary improvement of international unity”.  92   
Münzenberg contentedly reported a couple of weeks before the congress 
that the  Arbeiterhilfe  had managed to secure delegates from nearly all 
significant “imperialist and colonial countries” which included repre-
sentatives from Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria, South and West Africa, Java, 
Indochina, India and China.  93   However, several of the distant repre-
sentatives did not travel all the way from their native countries, but 
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were already living in Europe. For example, India was represented by 
the Workers’ Welfare League of India which was based in London, and 
by the  Indische Studentenschaft  which was based in Berlin.  94   In a police 
report, it was stated that the congresses in Berlin had attracted a total 
of 230 foreign delegates.  95   The Berlin police further confirmed that at 
least the following countries were represented at the congress: England, 
Sweden, Belgium, Switzerland, Luxembourg, France, Czechoslovakia, 
Austria, Netherlands, the United States, Denmark, Japan, Norway, 
Uruguay, Peru, China, Bulgaria, Egypt, Spain, Poland, Australia and the 
Soviet Union.  96   

 One may wonder how the German authorities allowed the presence 
of the five-person strong Soviet delegation, and it seems that when 
the German Foreign Ministry granted their visas, they had proceeded 
without consulting the German Ministry of the Interior. This omission 
was regarded as being a fatal mistake as the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s World Congress 
was, in an official report, deemed to be “a purely communist affair” 
and characterised Hans Abolin, the leader of the Soviet delegation, as a 
particularly dangerous communist agitator. Abolin would surely exploit 
his time in Germany and make contacts with the Red trade unions, it 
was feared.  97   This mistake led to the Foreign Ministry receiving a stern 
rebuke from the Minister of the Interior who made the severity of the 
matter perfectly clear:

  To my way of thinking it is not acceptable that, on the one hand, the 
President of the German Reich is passing emergency laws in order to 
fight communist attempts to overthrow the present system and state 
police authorities are taking measures against this movement while, 
on the other hand, foreign agitators are being permitted by a state 
authority to enter Germany.  98     

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  was obviously keen on producing data on what kind 
of people attended its World Congress in Berlin. In an unpublished 
report it was concluded that, of the 226 official delegates at the World 
Congress, 78 percent (176) were male and 22 percent were women (50). 
Their social composition had also been investigated and it appears that 
the majority, or 136 to be more specific, were classified as workers, 
20 of the women were defined as housewives, 29 were students, 18 
were classified as intellectuals, 12 secretaries, 8 agricultural labourers, 
and 3 small traders ( Kleingewerbetreibende).  On the political side it was 
concluded that 61 percent (138) were members of a CP, 22 percent (51) 
were non-party members, 10 percent (23) were social democrats, 7 were 
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members of the  Sozialistischen Bund , 2 were syndicalists and 5 were 
members of the  Perhimpeonan Indonesia .  99   Finally, an investigation into 
the delegates’ trade union affiliations revealed that 50 percent (112) 
were not union members, 27 percent (61) were organised in the free 
trade unions, and 23 percent (53) were members of the RGO.  100   These 
statistics show that the congress had indeed attracted a very diverse 
set of delegates where the majority were communists but that also 
included a significant number of politically uncommitted, and even 
social democrats. It was after all not a ‘pure communist event’. The 
total number of delegates and guests at both its German and World 
Congresses was 1,845 people.  101    

  Spectacles and rituals of solidarity on Alexanderplatz 

 The main stage of the events was the  Lehrervereinshaus  (Teachers’ 
Clubhouse) on Alexanderplatz, where the main hall had been ceremoni-
ously decorated with revolutionary banners in German, English, French, 
Russian and in other languages.  102   

 During the opening session of the World Congress, an international 
Presidium was elected. It consisted of representatives from Russia, 
Germany, France, Ireland, India, England, West Africa, the United States, 
Czechoslovakia, Austria, Norway, Uruguay, Egypt, Australia, Indonesia, 
Spain, China and the Netherlands.  103   According to the stenographer, 
they were applauded, cheered and accompanied by the joint singing 
of the  Internationale . Someone from the middle of the audience then 
shouted: “We welcome the Presidium as an expression of the unity of 
the workers of all countries with the salutation of the German working 
class, a powerful threefold “Red Front”. The audience then roared to the 
assembled Presidium: Rot Front! Rot Front! Rot Front! In one blow, one 
of the German communists’ most memorable salutation was transferred 
to a global audience of radicals.  104   

 Münzenberg then addressed the international crowd and highlighted 
that the congress was convening at a historical moment:

  […], the building of the imperialistic, capitalistic world is cracking 
and swaying in every joint. And if Mr [Fritz] Tarnow, the leader of 
the social fascist trade unions in Germany, puts himself forward as 
a doctor to this sick capitalism in order to have ‘Hilferding’ drops 
prescribed for it, then we say: we do not want to be doctors in this 
system; we want to play the role that Marx historically assigned 
to us – the grave-diggers of capitalism. In this spirit we open our 
congress.  105     
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 The duty of the  Arbeiterhilfe  was, according to Münzenberg, to be part 
of the fighting Red unity that was striving to conquer capitalism and 
to install communism in the world.  106   In the spirit of internationalism, 
Münzenberg provocatively sent during a speech later that day his broth-
erly greetings to the Chinese workers and declared that every Chinese 
worker stood closer to them than any German exploiters whom they 
“hated with a passion”.  107   

 The official Soviet delegate Hans Abolin declared as a representative of 
the Soviet trade unions that his organisation had collectively joined the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  as they had realised the important role of the  Arbeiterhilfe  in 
the struggle for the world’s liberation from capitalism. The history of the 
Soviet Union and the  Arbeiterhilfe  were perceived by him as being closely 
interlinked as he declared 

 that the existence of the Soviet Union was a consequence of the inter-
national solidarity and aid of the working class, and that the Soviet 
Union at the same time was an important element in the interna-
tional proletarian revolutionary solidarity.  108   

 Following Abolin’s speech, Clara Zetkin was greeted by the audience with 
the greatest reverence as the “alte Klara (old Clara)”. She appeared not 
only as one of the founding figures of the  Arbeiterhilfe  but also as an offi-
cial representative of the Executive Committee of the  Internationale Rote 
Hilfe . Due to bad health Zetkin was only able to briefly greet the audi-
ence, after which her actual speech was presented by Traute Hölz who 
was introduced to the congress by Münzenberg as “our best, diligent 
and most trusted” comrade who had set up the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s Women’ 
Section. Zetkin described the  Arbeiterhilfe  as a lush branch in the tree of 
life of the class conscious working class. Zetkin then even stated that 
“the victory of the Russian revolution had also been a success and merit 
of the  Arbeiterhilfe ”.  109   

 Following Zetkin, another legendary figure came to the rostrum, as 
Georg Ledebour made a short appearance. He noted that he was one 
of the few non-communist socialists who had maintained his official 
support for the  Arbeiterhilfe  ever since the mid-1920s. Ledebour expressed 
his conviction that the German workers’ prolonged toleration of the 
Brüning government was a fatal mistake and that the conscious working 
class of Germany should not any longer tolerate the current state of 
affairs. Ledebour also emphasised the importance of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
above-party politics ( überparteilichkeit ) as, in his view, it was the only 
such organisation which allowed the cooperation of representatives of 
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different strands of socialism, as long as they subscribed to the idea of 
proletarian class struggle. Ledebour expressed hope that his presence at 
the World Congress would influence the  Arbeiterhilfe  to continue as an 
above-party organisation.  110   

 What, then, was the purpose of all this, Münzenberg asked the audi-
ence? For Münzenberg, the answer was simple: it was all about stronger 
agitation. He was not looking to profit from the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s endeav-
ours and enterprises, but he wanted to create at any price the means to 
agitate. It was everyone’s duty to wake up those slumbering and to make 
them realise what the world had become. According to Münzenberg, the 
time for the final struggle between the communists and their adversaries 
was ripe, even over-ripe. 

 Objectively speaking, the time was ripe to take action against the enemy, 
subjectively speaking, however, we have to work in order to rouse the 
millions who are still undecided through new refined and ingenious 
methods of agitation. We must awaken their hearts and their brains.  111   

 For Münzenberg international solidarity was all about a process of awak-
ening. Solidarity resided within the hearts and minds of all peoples, but 
was suppressed and asleep. The mission was to sound the alarm, to produce 
such a wake up call that millions would rise up into active consciousness. 

 They, Münzenberg continued, today were the heirs of Marx and Engels, 
of August Bebel and his time and even of Lenin, and it was this legacy 
which required them to turn their resolutions into active struggle, to bring 
about the fall of the bourgeois around the world. They had the gravest of 
responsibilities to form a new world, a world where the police, guns and 
the army would no longer be the instruments of the bourgeois against 
the proletariat, but the instruments of the proletariat against the bour-
geois. They wanted to turn the capitalist system into a socialist economic 
system offering “bread and work and apartments and sun and beauty and 
light” to everyone. They wanted to abolish prostitution from the world. 
Münzenberg finally declared: “We are not only the proletariat, with us 
rises the whole of humanity, only through us is it possible to shape a new 
culture and higher world order. Comrades, we shall triumph!”  112   

 In his final speech, Münzenberg declared to the audience his message 
of hope and will to struggle: “Light in the minds, marrow in the bones, 
fire in the hearts – that is our solution. Provisioning column today, 
fighting column of the proletariat tomorrow, everything for socialism”. 
The jubilation for the  Führer  of the  Arbeiterhilfe  amongst the audience 
knew apparently no bounds and, in triumph, they jointly sang the 
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 Internationale.   113   As the  Internationale  had been sung by people of all 
races and nations, in 40 different languages,  Welt am Abend  concluded 
that it was the hymn of the proletarian world revolution; setting the seal 
on international unity.  114   The congress was turning out to be a major 
event for the efforts to imagine and empower the transnational workers’ 
community on a global scale.  

  Münzenberg’s finest hour? The spectacle at the  Sportpalast  

 The spectacular highpoint of the World Congress was the public mass 
meeting held on 10 October at the Berlin  Sportpalast  in Potsdamer 
Straße.  115   During a meeting before the spectacle, Münzenberg described 
to the assembled functionaries and delegates that, when following Marx’s 
definition of what the duty of the propagandist was, it meant making 
white whiter and colouring the shades of black even darker. Münzenberg 
stressed that communists were often accused of upsetting the listeners by 
exaggerating the level of desperation amongst the workers and magni-
fying the level of luxury amongst the ruling class. This was the aim of 
agitation, Münzenberg calmly stated. Later that day, when the delegates 
and functionaries gathered at the public meeting at the  Sportpalast , it 
would be an occasion for agitation, and there they would all enter as 
agitators for the revolutionary workers. There they would portray the 
misery of the poor as even worse and darken the image of desperation, 
because they all knew that the non-political, indifferent workers needed 
strong contrasts to reach consciousness.  116   

 When the event was about to begin, the  Sportpalast  was filled to 
capacity with 15,000 people, and allegedly thousands had been forced to 
stand outside.  Welt am Abend  described the spectacle as “a grandiose and 
unforgettable experience” for all participants.  117   Even Georgi Dimitrov, 
the leader of the  West European Bureau  (WEB) in Berlin, declared in a 
secret report back to Moscow that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s  Sportpalast  event had 
been dazzling ( glänzend) .  118   

 An international line-up of speakers was present at the  Sportpalast , 
including Harry Pollitt (England), Henri Barbusse (France), Willi 
Münzenberg, Hermann Remmele, Joe Wilkin (representative of the 
American Negro workers) and Rahe Madan Mohan (India).  119   A “hurri-
cane” of elation, applause and cheers erupted in the  Sportpalast  as 
Münzenberg together with Remmele and Abolin entered the hall at 
the very front of the delegation. It was a level of jubilation that the 
 Sportpalast  had perhaps never previously witnessed,  Welt am Abend  
exclaimed. Again and again waves of jubilation broke out through the 
crowd, and one could feel the pulse of the revolutionary community as 
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the representatives advanced through the masses in the hall,  Welt am 
Abend  proclaimed. The whole procession took approximately 30 minutes 
as delegates from all around the world entered the premises.  120   

 When Münzenberg took the stage he confidently declared that 
they had not assembled as the hunted or chased, but as the victors of 
tomorrow. Münzenberg spoke vividly about the  Arbeiterhilfe  and its 
mission to forge a strong bond of solidarity between the working people 
of all races and nations in order to create a Red united front of workers of 
all parties. As Münzenberg concluded his speech, the entire hall erupted, 
singing the  Internationale  and celebrating the founder and  Führer  of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe .  121   The celebrations represented one of the highlights of 
Münzenberg’s career and constituted indeed a unique celebration of 
international solidarity in Weimar Germany. 

 However, although Münzenberg was on stage a celebrated hero of 
international solidarity, backstage a significant struggle over the future 
of the  Arbeiterhilfe  was being fought. Georgi Dimitrov of the WEB in 
Berlin had the mission to definitively alter the way the  Arbeiterhilfe  
had been governed: “It is absolutely necessary to put an end to 
the current practice in the leadership where Münzenberg person-
ally controls everything and works with subordinate employees. 
And I hope that we will succeed”.  122   Apparently, Münzenberg had 
been irritated (Misstimmung) and insulted (Kränkung) due to the 
Comintern’s efforts to form an accountable ‘collective Secretariat’ in 
the  Arbeiterhilfe .  123   Dimitrov’s criticism of Münzenberg’s leadership 
was uncompromising:

  On an international scale, Münzenberg’s leadership of the IAH 
[ Arbeiterhilfe]  can be characterised as sporadic, unsystematic and 
generally superficial. His great initiative and organisational powers 
were absorbed almost exclusively by concerns for the operations of 
the IAH which, although very important, cannot in any way replace 
the mass work and mass campaigns or the development of the IAH as 
a mass organisation.  124     

 Still, Dimitrov assessed the  Arbeiterhilfe  to be one of the most impor-
tant organisations for the communist movement, although he admitted 
that most CPs had not yet realised the importance of the  Arbeiterhilfe  
in its ability to reach the wider population. In this sense, Dimitrov also 
criticised the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s congress in Berlin for having been far too 
communist, instead of being the congress of an above-party-based mass 
organisation.  125   
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 Dimitrov’s intervention in Berlin constituted the Comintern’s first 
effort to bring Münzenberg under its control and to restrict his inde-
pendence. It seems, however, that for as long as the  Arbeiterhilfe  was 
based in Berlin, Münzenberg was the person in control, and that it was 
only after 1933, once the  Arbeiterhilfe  had been re-established in Paris, 
that the Comintern finally managed to increase its direct control.  126        
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   The last chapter of the book is, firstly, set in the context of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s anti-war campaign work. Special emphasis is placed on 
how fear and anxiety were used and cultivated in order to strengthen 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of international solidarity. The focus here will 
be on the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s anti-war campaign work in the context of the 
1927 war scare, the German  Panzerkreuzer  affair of 1928, and the fear of 
a new imperialist war, which culminated in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s anti-war 
congress, organised in Amsterdam in 1932. How was this war scare 
articulated and how was it used to mobilise the German Left for both 
international solidarity and the defence of the Soviet Union? Here, the 
analysis of a new culture of fear is especially focused on the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
descriptions of the future total war and the role of gas warfare. 

 The second part of the chapter will deal with the national socialists’ 
devastating assault on international solidarity as they rose to power in 
Weimar Germany. It tells the story of how the  Arbeiterhilfe  tried to mobi-
lise international solidarity against the ‘national solidarity’ of the radical 
Right and how the  Arbeiterhilfe  was dealt its final blow by being banned 
and hunted down after the establishment of the Third Reich.  

  Constructing international solidarity on fear and anxiety  

  So why don’t […] the French and English armies march on Moscow? 
Because international solidarity lives, because the imperialists know 
that a march on Moscow would be a march towards their own down-
fall.  1   (Willi Münzenberg 1931)   

 The question of war and international solidarity have been closely 
linked throughout the twentieth century. Amongst the most radical 
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popular beliefs has been the idea that international solidarity articu-
lated by civil society and social movements could have the power to 
stop wars waged by governments. In the context of the post-First World 
War Europe, the  Arbeiterhilfe , or the communists for that matter, were 
not alone in expressing apprehension regarding the future. According 
to Overy (2010), “nothing provoked greater public anxiety in Britain in 
the 1920s and 1930s than the fear of war”. The British were certainly not 
alone in building upon such anxieties. The First World War had clearly 
shown what kind of destruction modern mass warfare was capable of 
and many genuinely feared that Western civilisation would not survive 
a new war. “If mankind does not end war, war will end mankind”, was 
one of the era’s characteristic, and distressing, verdicts.  2   

 Psychologists and psychoanalysts make a point of differentiating 
between fear and anxiety, with the first being directed towards an easily 
identifiable “danger”, while the second refers to a more generalised state 
of an anticipated subjective threat. As Bourke (2005) highlights, for 
historians it is difficult, if not impossible, to assess the emotional states 
expressed in the past. Significantly, it has been argued that in fear states 
people are generally inclined to respond actively and fight together, 
whereas anxiety states make people tend to withdraw from one another 
and seek individualistic solutions.  3   In the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s anti-war work, 
both elements seem to have been present, although it naturally is impos-
sible to determine what workers actually felt when reading or observing 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s texts and images. 

 Most recently, Münzenberg’s involvement in the anti-war movement 
and the “war fear” in the Soviet Union have been characterised as exam-
ples of his typical “phantom causes”.  4   If one employs a conservative 
Eurocentric perspective on interwar history, then one could agree with 
the claim that there was no impending war threat during the 1920s. 
However, the very idea of an “interwar period” is heavily Eurocentric 
and, if one is willing to gaze beyond the American and European context 
to the escalating situation in the Far East, the question of war was 
indeed an urgent one. Moreover, as Iriye (2002) emphasises, the 1920s 
and 1930s cannot only be perceived as being a period for the study of 
the “origins of the Second World War”. If this perspective remains the 
only framework for this period in history, “then”, Akira continues, “the 
international organisations must be seen as having been naïve exercises 
in idealism at best, or misguided attempts to divert nations’ and citi-
zens’ attention to irrelevant pursuits at worst”. If merely judged on their 
inability to prevent the coming of the Second World War, the many 
international organisations of the era did not ultimately make much, if 
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any, difference. However, if one looks instead at the survival and devel-
opment of internationalism and of transnational solidarity cultures, as 
in this study, international organisations such as the  Arbeiterhilfe  were 
significant agents.  5   

 In order to understand the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s efforts to mobilise interna-
tional solidarity through the spreading of a war anxiety, particular atten-
tion will be paid to the visual representation of the threat of war, especially 
the new and even more frightening advent of gas warfare that was used 
by the  Arbeiterhilfe  to break the workers’ loyalty to their Fatherlands. In 
this context, the contrast between international and national solidarity 
becomes explicitly clear as the “myth of national solidarity” is revealed 
in the context of war and misery, with the working people of Germany 
in particular seen as being the main victims. 

  War on war: a brief introduction 

 The focal point of the research into the “war scare” in the Soviet Union 
is generally dated to the rupture in Anglo-Soviet relations in 1927. The 
main focus of this introductory section is, however, to show the conti-
nuities and discontinuities in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s anti-war work. Socialists 
had for decades demonstrated against all ‘warmongers’, and claimed 
that their anti-militarism was one of their most heralded principles. As 
Carsten (1982) states, if the social democratic vote for war credits in 
August 1914 can be explained by the general nationalist tumult and 
the need to defend the Fatherland, the  Social Democratic Party ’s (SPD) 
continued support of the war effort in 1916 and 1917, when significant 
opposition amongst the German masses arose, cannot. For many social-
ists, their opposition to war became the very reason for their turn to 
the Left. Some, such as the communists, advocated ideas of turning the 
world war into revolutionary war, whereas other socialists simply strove 
to bring the war to an end.  6   

 For the communists, the issue of fighting war was not as clear-cut 
as it first might appear, as the struggle could not under any circum-
stances succumb to pacifism. Furthermore, the Comintern was influ-
enced by Lenin’s idea that the coming of war was inevitable and that it 
was the duty of the communists to transform the next war into a civil 
war. How, then, could the communists seriously campaign against war, 
if in any case it was perceived as being inevitable? Another significant 
point hindering any mass mobilisation for such a cause was the fact that 
the people of Europe wanted peace, not civil war. The social democrats 
could even claim that the communists were the main warmongers as 
the prerequisite of world revolution was perceived as being a new world 
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war. However, active propaganda for revolution and civil war could only 
lead to the complete isolation of the communists.  7   In the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
publications one can sense a genuine disbelief in a prolonged peace 
under capitalism, but as noted above, their war fear and anxiety was not 
specific to them, but symptomatic to society at large. 

 For example, in 1924 the  Arbeiterhilfe  had, through the  Künstlerhilfe,  
commissioned a publication commemorating the ten-year anniversary 
of the outbreak of the First World War. This publication included seven 
lithographs by a who’s who of German modern art, including Otto 
Dix, Georg Grosz, Otto Nagel, Käthe Kollwitz, Willibald Krain, Rudolf 
Schlichter and Heinrich Zille. These lithographs reminded people of the 
death, misery and suffering on the battlefields, and of the gruesome 
consequences of war.  8   However, already in 1924 international solidarity 
was not only being built upon the awful memories of the past war, but 
also concentrated all the more on heightening the fear and anxiety for 
the second, approaching world war. For example, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s picto-
rial newspaper  Sichel und Hammer  featured on the cover of its June 1924 
issue a picture of a modern lightweight tank (Leichter Kampfwagen). 
“The impending colossal war”, the main headline under the picture 
declared, leaving a clear impression of the devastation that a future war 
would bring.  9   

 A central concern for the  Arbeiterhilfe  in its anti-war campaigning was 
the alleged rearmament taking place in the United States, Britain and 
France. Although “millions were [still] rotting in the mass graves of the 
First World War”, the imperialist powers were already engaged in “wild 
rearmament”, the  Arbeiterhilfe  declared in the September 1925 issue 
of  Sichel und Hammer.  Although the  Arbeiterhilfe  (incorrectly) spoke of 
rearmament, the central issue was in fact the actual modernisation and 
introduction of new improved weapons.  10   

 In the case of rearmament in Britain and the United States, for 
example, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was completely wrong, as no significant rear-
mament began until the mid-1930s.  11   It has been argued that general 
disarmament was especially being advocated by the British as they had 
no direct enemy threatening their national security.  12   However, if one 
looks at Britain in the context of Empire, it becomes apparent that, 
although it had no direct military threat in Europe, the Soviet Union 
constituted the main threat to the British Empire. The Comintern’s 
support of the national liberation movements was perceived as being 
particularly threatening for the British influence in Transcaucasia, Asia 
Minor, Persia, Afghanistan and India. The most feared national secu-
rity scenario for the Soviet Union was the establishment of a “capitalist 
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encirclement” by the Soviet Union’s neighbouring countries if they 
signed alliances with Western Europe.  13   As seen in the case of China, any 
national liberation of the colonies would represent the worst possible 
threat to the various Western empires and wherever rebellion against 
the forces of order occurred, the natural response was to protect the 
interest of Empire through military interventions. 

 Such responses enabled Münzenberg to claim in December 1925 that, 
although the First World War had ended with peace in Europe, from a 
global perspective the First World War had never ended. The war had 
merely been moved to other locations, and thus challenging the very 
concept of an ‘interwar period’. For Münzenberg, the failure of the 
 League of Nations  as the protector of world peace was most apparent if 
one considered the developments in the colonial world. The First World 
War had first found its continuation in the Russian civil war, after which 
the war was continuing in the colonies. Britain had been involved in 
military operations in Egypt, Mesopotamia (Iraq) and China; France and 
Spain were engaged in a bloody war in Morocco; and a new violent 
uprising against French rule in Syria under the mandate of the  League 
of Nations  had recently started.  14   Münzenberg declared that only the 
European working class could hinder the spilling of more workers’ blood 
for the imperialist cause, for the oppression of the colonial people who 
were “longing for freedom” (freiheitsverlangender Kolonialvölker).  15   
Hence the international solidarity of the European workers was 
extended by Münzenberg to the colonial world. The  Arbeiterhilfe  was 
naturally not alone in promoting its campaign against the colonial wars 
and, especially in France in 1925–1926, the  French Communist Party  
(PCF) launched the most extensive campaign against a colonial war ever 
organised in Europe. The French example revealed, however, a weakness 
in the anti-war campaign as the call for a general strike in France on 
12 October 1925 against the French military atrocities in Morocco and 
Syria was only answered by a small number of French workers.  16   This 
clearly illustrated a central problem also relevant for the  Arbeiterhilfe : 
how could one effectively mobilise European workers for far-off atroci-
ties? How could they be inspired to show their support in solidarity, and 
to make actual sacrifices? 

 The coverage of the rising military industrial complex in the Western 
countries constituted a central element in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s efforts to 
mobilise international solidarity. The constant innovations in the 
weapons industry, with ever more effective and deadly weapons being 
introduced, created a powerful real source of anxiety and emphasised the 
notion that Western civilisation would indeed not survive another ‘total 
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war’. During the period of stabilisation in the mid-1920s, war anxiety 
was perhaps partially contained; but when the element of economic, 
political and social crisis was mixed in with the new technical inno-
vations enabling mass destruction, the possibilities of spreading war 
anxiety increased significantly. In this context, the events of 1927 consti-
tute a pivotal watershed after which the  Arbeiterhilfe  and Münzenberg 
managed to construct a frightful image of an impending imperialist war 
in which the future of humanity, the destinies of the workers of the 
world and the Soviet Union were all inextricably linked. Significantly, 
as I will show, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of international solidarity was 
not directly built upon loyalty to the Soviet Union, but upon the belief 
that the only force that could prevent the impending total war were the 
workers of the world.  

  The impending imperialist war, 1927 

 The main wave of Soviet anxiety regarding a new imperialist war origi-
nated from the rupture in Anglo-Soviet relations in May 1927 and the 
Chinese situation in 1927, both of which had a significant impact on 
the international anti-war movement. The Comintern and the Soviet 
Union had been hoping for a Chinese revolution up until 1927, when 
the united front between the  Chinese Communist Party  (CCP) and the 
nationalist Guomindang collapsed.  17   

 In Britain again, the conservative government had been airing the 
possibility of a diplomatic rupture with the Soviet Union since February 
1927, as Soviet activities in China were perceived as being a direct threat 
to the interests and influence of the British Empire. The British police 
raid on the Anglo-Russian Co-Operative Society (Arcos) and the Soviet 
trade delegation (next to Arcos) in London on 12–15 May was then used 
as a final excuse by the British government to sever diplomatic rela-
tions completely on 24 May.  18   The  Executive Committee of the Communist 
International  (ECCI) assembled to discuss the Chinese situation and the 
war danger during its Eighth Plenum held between 18 and 30 May. Due 
to the escalating situation in China and the expected rupture in Anglo-
Soviet relations, it was declared during this Plenum that the danger of 
war had never been greater.  19   Although the feared attack turned out in 
fact to be illusory, the British moves against the Soviet Union did set in 
motion a genuine war scare in the Soviet Union which cannot only be 
perceived as being a Stalinist manoeuvre.  20   

 Perhaps an unwanted effect of the urgent call for international soli-
darity in the defence of the Soviet Union was that it was presented as 
a weak country unable to defend itself and that it was in need of the 
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international solidarity of the workers of the world. This rhetoric was, 
however, significantly altered during the early 1930s. As Münzenberg 
expressed in the quote at the beginning of this chapter, the march of 
the imperialist armies towards the Soviet Union was not going to lead to 
the destruction of the Soviet Union, but to the imperialists themselves. 
Münzenberg did not of course refer to the Soviet Union’s military might 
but to the power of international solidarity residing in every country’s 
working class. 

 In response to the rising danger of war, the Soviet Union declared that 
it strictly wanted to preserve peace and to maintain its peaceful foreign 
policy. However, contrary to the Soviet rhetoric of peace, the Comintern 
embraced a new “ultra-Left” line in 1927–1928. The Comintern’s radical 
“Third Period” was made its official line at its Sixth World Congress, 
held between 17 July and 1 September 1928. It emphasised that a new 
period of capitalist crisis with socialist revolutions and imperialist wars 
was approaching. However, despite the Comintern’s radical rhetoric, the 
maintenance of European stability was perceived by the Soviet govern-
ment as being a necessity for Soviet industrialisation and the building 
of socialism. Characteristically, despite the radical rhetoric of this Third 
Period, nowhere was this radicalism turned into action. It has hence 
been argued that Soviet foreign policy needs forced both the Comintern 
and the  German Communist Party  (KPD) to suppress their revolutionary 
intentions for the benefit of Soviet relations with Germany.  21    

  The  Panzerkreuzer  affair, 1928 

 In the middle of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s war threat campaign, the German 
government decided to build four battleships. It presented the  Arbeiterhilfe  
and the KPD with an unprecedented opportunity to depict the SPD as 
the betrayer of both German national solidarity and the international 
solidarity of the working class, whereas the  Arbeiterhilfe  could present 
itself as the defender of German workers in the name of international 
solidarity. 

 The social democrats had used the slogan “Kinderspeisung statt 
Panzerkreutzer (Food to the Children instead of Battleships)” in the 
parliamentary elections of May 1928, but then, once in charge of 
the new coalition government, it had supported the construction of 
“Panzerkreuzer A” for the benefit of preserving the coalition govern-
ment under the social democratic Chancellor Hermann Müller. The 
 Panzerkreuzer  programme had been approved by the previous Cabinet 
and, under the pressure of the Minister of War, General Wilhelm 
Groener, the Müller Cabinet decided unanimously on 10 August 1928 to 
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approve funding for the first of four modern battleships. When the SPD 
notified the German public of its support for the battleships, it caused 
an outrage both amongst the left-leaning SPD Members of the  Reichstag  
and many social democratic workers who, according to Harsch (1993) 
“unleashed a storm of protest in the SPD more intense than any since 
the revolution”.  22   

 In the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s criticism, the government’s battleship programme 
was contrasted to the social conditions in Weimar Germany and used 
as a political bat against the coalition government and, especially, the 
SPD as it allegedly preferred to build battleships than to provide food 
to the starving German children. In order to enhance the image of 
social democratic betrayal, Käthe Kollwitz’s lithograph showing hungry 
children from the “Hunger in Germany” campaign was reproduced in 
 Mahnruf . Chancellor Müller was presented in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s satirical 
journal  Eulenspiegel  with his glasses reflecting the swastika, with only 
battleships on his mind. The illustrations clearly corresponded to the 
Comintern’s new line towards social fascism and emphasised the SPD’s 
leaders’ role as being a significant ‘other’ which was working against 
the interest and solidarity of the workers.  23   From the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s and 
the KPD’s perspective, the SPD’s actions provided them with a golden 
opportunity to agitate against the social democrats in the context of 
the anti-war struggle and to show the German workers that the SPD 
did not stand on the side of the working class. Münzenberg saw this 
as being a typical example of when the interests of a small group of 
industrialists were allowed to trample over the interests of millions of 
Germans. “Not a pfennig for the  Panzerkreuzer ”, Münzenberg declared.  24   
In its most emotionally charged form, the 80 million marks granted for 
the construction of the first battleship were contrasted with the state of 
German children, as it was claimed that in capitalist Germany, there was 
no money for the support of proletarian children. It hence appealed to 
all mothers and fathers to fight against the  Panzerkreuzer.   25   

 In order to drum up support for a national referendum initiated by the 
KPD against the construction of the battleships the  Arbeiterhilfe  formed 
a committee called the “Reichsausschuss für Volksentscheid gegen 
Panzerkreuzerbau (The National Committee for the Referendum against 
the Building of Battleships)” which was placed under the chairmanship 
of both Georg Ledebour and Münzenberg.  26   

 Münzenberg made a speech on “Bread or  Panzerkreuzer ?” at a rally 
organised by the  Arbeiterhilfe  in Berlin in early October 1928. Münzenberg 
claimed that, through the building of the battleships, capitalist Germany 
was showing its true face. Furthermore, he declared that, as the ships 
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were destined for the Baltic Sea fleet, Germany was attempting to join 
the imperialist front directed against the Soviet Union. Münzenberg also 
engaged in open polemics against the  Arbeiterwohlfahrt (Workers ’  Welfare 
Association)  as the  Arbeiterhilfe  had allegedly sent invitations requesting 
them to join the campaign against the  Panzerkreuzer . How could an 
organisation that claimed to be in favour of building up Germany’s 
social security system  not  oppose the  Panzerkreuzer,  Münzenberg asked 
rhetorically? Was it not a betrayal of the workers’ interests that German 
governmental funds were being channelled into such projects, instead 
of assisting the workers living in misery? Hence, the  Panzerkreuzer  affair 
was skilfully integrated into the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign against the 
looming imperialist war, as it could be interpreted as being the start of a 
“new-German imperialism” and Germany’s alignment in the imperialist 
front against the Soviet Union.  27    

  Gas warfare and international solidarity 

 The prospect of gas warfare was utilised in particular by the  Arbeiterhilfe  
in order to create anxiety.  28   Below, it will be argued that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
depictions of the impending total world war were crucial for its criti-
cism of national solidarity and for the strengthening of its articulations 
of international solidarity. The devastating experiences of gas warfare 
during the First World War resulted in the 1925 Geneva Protocol 
which prohibited the use of chemical weapons in warfare.  29   However, 
although France ratified this Protocol in 1926, the Soviet Union in 
1928, Germany in 1929, and the United Kingdom in 1930, Japan for 
example did not ratify it until 1970 and the United States in 1975. So, 
despite the 1925 Geneva Protocol, the fear of gas attacks remained and 
became institutionalised in the Soviet Union in January 1927 when the 
OSOAVIAKHIM (Association to Support the Defence and the Chemical 
and Aeronautical Industries) advocated the importance of having a “civil 
defence”, providing military education to the masses in order to defend 
the “socialist Fatherland in danger”.  30   

 The fear of gas as a weapon was the most recurring theme in the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s articles cultivating war anxiety and the fear of the ‘other’. 
In one article published in  Mahnruf,  readers were reminded of the 
“evil bestiality” of the future imperialist war. It was regarded as being 
a certainty that gas would become most significant in the imperialist 
war against the Soviet Union. The capitalist production of poisonous 
gases was also seen as an analogy of the capitalist system. Just like 
poison gases, capitalism attempted to poison the consciousness of the 
workers through capitalist ideology transmitted through church, school, 
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cinema, the press, sports, radio and the welfare system. In this context, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  was perceived as being a stronghold or perhaps even the 
mask protecting against the poisonous gases emitted by the bourgeois 
society in order to intoxicate people’s minds.  31   

 In June 1929, all  Arbeiterhilfe  organisations were encouraged to prepare 
an active campaign in support of the communist-endorsed Anti-War 
Day, organised internationally on 1 August 1929. In the directives sent 
from the  Central Committee  (CC) of the  Arbeiterhilfe , special focus was 
to be placed on the consequences of war, the dismantling of the social 
security system and the consequent social misery of the masses and 
especially the tragic fate of women and children.  32   Consequently, the 
most characteristic line of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s anti-war campaign work 
was the emphasis on the ghastly fate of the civilian population during 
the next war, where the women and children would have no protec-
tion. The workers could not be warned enough, it was claimed in a 
1929 issue of  Mahnruf , that everything was prepared for the use of gases 
and bomb squadrons that would bring about total chaos and immense 
destruction.  33   

 As the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s illustrations show, the most prominent visuali-
sation of the capitalist-imperialist ‘other’ was portrayed through the 
gas mask. During the following years, the  Arbeiterhilfe  skilfully utilised 
the gas mask as a powerful way of dehumanising its opponents and 
strengthening its message of international solidarity. Claims by ‘capital-
ists’ that chemical gases were only being produced for peaceful purposes, 
were deemed to be completely false. Although many factories did 
produce “peaceful” products, it was claimed that the chemical factories 
which were producing artificial fertilisers, paint, or artificial silk could, 
within one day, be transformed into factories producing explosives and 
poisonous gases.  34   

 In  Mahnruf,  the development of various gases was discussed, 
concluding with the disquieting observation that new gases had been 
refined to such a degree that gas masks no longer offered any protec-
tion. These gases were called “mask breakers” (Maskenbrecher) and 
destroyed the last hope of survival in the case of a gas attack. As  Mahnruf  
declared, through the use of gas bombs, no civilian population was safe 
as any city or town could be the target of a precision attack. Even worse, 
gas bombs could be dropped with parachutes, and they would quietly 
start spreading the gas when it reached a certain altitude. Infused with 
even more anxiety,  Mahnruf  described how the gases used could be 
heavier than air so that they slowly descended in their odourless and 
colourless form into a city, so that the “unsuspecting elderly, men, 
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women and children” inhaled the poison. In detail  Mahnruf  depicted 
the inhuman consequences of a gas attack. Some gases did their work 
slowly, damaging both lungs and the blood circulation. Other gases 
penetrated right through the skin and made breathing impossible. In 
both cases, death was assured though suffocation. Worst of all were 
the gases that did their work slowly, as one could feel perfectly fine 
for days although the poison was steadily leading the victim towards a 
certain death.  35   Perhaps the gas attack had already been made, doing 
its lethal work on our ignorant minds and bodies? Such reports clearly 
had the intention of spreading general anxiety about the future war 
from which no one was safe and constructed a fearful image of the 
capitalists who were apparently prepared to use any means to realise 
their imperialist aims. 

 With these remarks in mind,  Mahnruf  delivered the most disturbing 
conclusion, namely that it was impossible for the state to provide all of 
its citizens with complete protection from these gases. This was especially 
true for the densely populated workers’ quarters which were more or 
less entirely without protection. According to  Mahnruf’s  gloomy predic-
tion, hundreds of thousands of people were going to meet a ghastly 
death in the next war, as only those wealthy enough could provide 
their families with safe havens. For the rich, there was no need to worry 
about the looming gas attack, but the fear was real for the masses. The 
only remedy for them,  Mahnruf  declared, was to transform the present 
form of society, where imperialist powers possessed such monstrous 
weapons, into a future society where the use of such weapons would be 
an impossibility.  36   

 Significantly, the lack of gas masks for the entire population was used 
by the  Arbeiterhilfe  as a means of breaking the belief in national soli-
darity and thereby enhancing the pressure to form a united front of 
international solidarity. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s argumentation could even 
have been a central reason for the distribution of the “people’s gas 
masks” (Volksgasmask) during the Third Reich from 1937 onwards to 
strengthen the belief in a strong national solidarity.  37    

  Fighting the imperialist war globally 

 However, although the  Arbeiterhilfe  was against war, it followed the 
Comintern’s line as to which wars should be opposed and which 
supported. In  Mahnruf,  three distinct types of war were delineated. 
Firstly, there were wars between the imperialist states, secondly, there 
were imperialist counter-revolutionary wars against the proletarian 
revolution and countries where socialism was being constructed and, 
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finally, there were national revolutionary wars against the imperialist 
powers in the colonies. In the first case, all parties involved were waging 
reactionary wars and were to be opposed. The second case could, on the 
other hand, mean waging an imperialist war against the Soviet Union. So, 
although the imperialists were waging a reactionary war, the defenders 
of the Soviet Union were fighting a revolutionary war for socialism and 
for the common benefit of the world proletariat. In the third case, the 
liberation struggles in the colonies were also perceived as being wars for 
a just cause. They were also wars that would lead to world revolution. 
It was consequently presented as being the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  duty to make 
the masses realise the difference between the coming wars and to make 
them realise which front they belonged to.  38   

 The question of war was integrally connected to the concept of 
international solidarity. Münzenberg made a clear distinction between 
himself, the  Arbeiterhilfe  and the leaders of the  Labour and Socialist 
International  (LSI), and claimed that leaders such as Ramsey MacDonald 
of the British Labour Party, the Belgian Emile Vandervelde of the LSI 
and the social democrat Otto Wels in Germany had never actually 
believed in international proletarian solidarity.  39   The flames had been 
stoked by SPD Members of the Reichstag like Georg Schöpflin (1869–
1954), who in March 1931 had exclaimed in the  Reichstag  that “when 
it came to the Fatherland, he would ten times prefer to join with 
Groener, the bourgeois Minister of War, than with the communists”.  40   
Münzenberg’s natural reply to this abandonment of international soli-
darity was equally provocative when he declared: “We would rather join 
one hundred times with the French, English and Chinese workers, than 
even once with the German capitalists”.  41   The ‘powerful force’ of inter-
national solidarity was totally absent from the social democrats’ politics, 
Münzenberg claimed. Münzenberg and other “revolutionary Marxists” 
on the other hand claimed to have a “deep inner conviction” that inter-
national proletarian solidarity was one of the most important levers in 
both the class struggle and the proletarian revolution.  42   

 The fear of a new global war escalated after 1931 due to the “Manchurian 
crisis” that has been defined as a “global crisis for ‘collective security’” 
between 1931–1933. Here indeed was a significant crisis on the Soviet 
Union’s border where the interests of not only China and Japan, but 
also those of the British Empire and the United States were involved. 
The Japanese intervention in Manchuria led to the establishment of the 
Japanese puppet state Manchukuo and to the Japanese withdrawal from 
the  League of Nations . The Manchurian crisis has thus been described 
as one of the major international crises of the period, and it is in this 
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context that the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s anti-war work of the early 1930s must be 
perceived.  43   

 As Steiner (2007) highlights, Japan’s role was important for the European 
empires as it was viewed as being a power that secured their investments 
and interests in the Far East. Hence the Dutch, due to their interests in 
the Dutch Indies, and the French due to their interests in Shanghai and 
Indochina, were throughout the crisis sympathetic towards the Japanese. 
Throughout 1932, there were, according to Steiner, rumours of a secret 
understanding between France and Japan. It did not materialise, but the 
French made certain that the  League of Nations  did not concern itself too 
much with what the Japanese were doing in Asia.  44   

 In response, the Soviet Union was perceived as being surrounded by 
imperialist warmongers but, as much as the threat was made into an 
international affair, so too was the international solidarity of the workers 
developed by the  Arbeiterhilfe  into a bond which united “Negroes, 
Whites and Asians” into one common transnational front, as shown in 
the image below.  45   In a most striking illustration published on the cover 
of  Mahnruf  in June 1932, the international opposition against warmon-
gers is depicted as the Red flag of socialism being held firmly by a white, 
black and yellow hand against an approaching tank. On the back cover, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s concrete agenda was spelled out: “international soli-
darity against the imperialist war! Organise strikes in the armament 
industry; stop the transportation of munitions”.  46        

 The workers were warned of the capitalist deception which claimed 
that war would bring an end to the crisis and lead to the creation of jobs 
and increased salaries. Let there be no mistake, the  Arbeiterhilfe  declared, 
war meant nothing else than a deepening misery, increasing oppression, 
stronger terror and millions of working class victims. The only winners 
of the war were the “capitalist-imperialist hyenas” who would make 
millions of US dollar profits. Thus, the events taking place in the Far East 
were turned into issues of life and death for the European and German 
workers. They were urged by the  Arbeiterhilfe  to step out in active resist-
ance against the imperialist war and to defend the Soviet Union. As 
a radical measure the  Arbeiterhilfe  urged the workers to increase their 
control of both the production and the transportation of munitions and 
weapons in all capitalist countries.  47   

 It seems that wherever the imperialist war was played out, it was 
perceived as being an immediate threat to the Soviet Union, as a first 
step towards its borders. As a 1932 illustration in the  Arbeiter-Illustrierte-
Zeitung  (AIZ) shows, the “imperialist capitalists” are marching with 
their artillery over a road of corpses, while the capitalist in the image, 



Solidarity against War and Fascism, 1927–1933 219

 Figure 10.1      Standing united in international solidarity against the imperialist 
war (1932)  

Source: Mahnruf. Organ fü r internationale Solidarität 4 (1932).
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wearing the trademark top hat, is yelling at the top of his voice the 
order to advance.  48   On another cover of  Mahnruf,  the dreaded imperi-
alist warmonger is depicted. In this photomontage, the dehumanised 
figure is wearing a top hat and his face is covered with a gas mask; his 
arms are made of machine-gun barrels; his body is an iron-clad safe; 
his legs are made of artillery barrels; and his feet are made of tanks. 
As the imperialist marches forward, he bellows “Profit! Profit! I need 
a new bloody war!” His stomach is empty, and he is hungering for a 
new profitable war. This was the image of the ghastly enemy, the brutal 
mercenary of imperialist capitalism, which was threatening the workers 
of the world. It would certainly show no mercy to the workers and thus 
the workers were required to support the transformation of the next war 
into a “socialist world republic”.  49   

 As another illustration for the 1932 International Solidarity Day 
depicts, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was not encouraging the workers towards paci-
fism but towards active resistance against the warmongers, who here are 
represented by a British solider. Epitomised by the slogan “Your Fists are 
the Best Peace Instrument”, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was clearly leading the way 
towards active resistance in the name of international solidarity. Again, 
the enemy was depicted as the anonymous gas-mask-wearing solider of 
the imperialist powers, equipped with lethal gas containers. 

 In conclusion, this section has shown how a distinct culture of fear 
and anxiety was embedded in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s articulations of interna-
tional solidarity. However, contrary to claims of being purely a Stalinist 
influence, it is shown here how the element of fear and anxiety played 
throughout the post-First World War period a significant part. This also 
enabled the  Arbeiterhilfe  to convincingly argue for the importance of 
defending the Soviet Union against a new imperialist war, actively being 
played out by Japan in the Far East during the early 1930s. Just as the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  had in 1921–1922 called for the saving and building of 
Soviet Russia, it now called all sympathisers to defend the Soviet Union. 
Ultimately, this was perhaps also done in the spirit of workers self-help 
where the defence of the Soviet Union was seen as the protection of 
the German workers’ very own interests. From this perspective, the 
German workers’ ready support of the campaign makes it perhaps more 
comprehensible than simply arguing that they were blindly following 
the Soviet Union’s foreign policy needs. They were still perceived as part 
of the same transnational solidarity community based on mutuality 
and reciprocity, honouring the principle of solidarity. This naturally 
did not hinder Stalin from exploiting the solidarity expressed by the 
workers of the world to his own ends. Even here, there was a spectrum 
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of international solidarity being articulated that in the Western radical 
social movements united the First World War’s spirit of waging a ‘war on 
war’ with the defence of the Soviet Union.   

  International solidarity under assault 

 Fear was not only used in relation to a nearing imperialist war, but was 
also utilised to mobilise international solidarity against the national 
socialist terror in Germany. However, one of the major controversies 
regarding Weimar Communism has been its relationship and response 
to the national socialists.  50   Although economic crisis and political radi-
calisation were closely linked in Weimar Germany, rising radicalism 
was never a foregone conclusion, as in the United States, for example, 
no such development had occurred. The devastating development in 
Germany was most clearly expressed in its unemployment figures. In 
1929, about 1.5 million were unemployed. Thereafter, the numbers had 
increased drastically to three million by mid-1930, and reached their 
all-time high of 6 million in early 1932. Most likely an additional two 
million unemployed were not included in these statistics, as they were 
no longer officially registered as job-seekers.  51   The parallel radicalisa-
tion can most clearly be seen in the significant increase in the number 
of Germans who voted for either the  National Socialist German Workers’ 
Party  (NSDAP) or the KPD. In the parliamentary elections held four years 
earlier in May 1928, the KPD had received 10.6 percent of the German 
vote, whereas the NSDAP had only received 2.6 percent of the vote. In 
July 1932, the KPD had increased its share of the vote to 14.5 percent 
(5,355,300 votes), while the NSDAP had dramatically increased its share 
to 37.3 percent (13,745,700 votes). Looking at the total radical vote base 
between both parties, their united votes increased from 4,074,900 votes 
in 1928 to their all-time high of 19,101,000 votes in July 1932.  52   

 Notably, the number of people voting for either right-wing or left-
wing radical parties was significantly higher than the number of 
unemployed. If the unemployed had been counted together with their 
dependents, approximately one-fifth of the entire German population, 
or 12,82 million people, were directly affected. Although the increase 
to catastrophic levels of unemployment in Weimar Germany was inte-
grally connected with the spectacular rise of the NSDAP, it has been 
shown that the unemployed did not primarily vote for Hitler, but prima-
rily gave their vote on the ballot to the KPD.  53   

 A significant increase in those who supported communism took place, 
but what, then, was their relationship to international solidarity? Did 
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the support of communism also lead to a strengthened support of inter-
national solidarity, or was this communist support conceptualised in 
the framework of a national revolution and resistance? Furthermore, 
although the KPD had only 360,000 registered members in 1932, it 
had managed to attract almost six million voters. In other words, there 
was a significant sphere of influence beyond the party base, where the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  most likely played a significant role. 

 Despite the rise of the NSDAP, the KPD firmly maintained, on the 
insistence of both Stalin and Ernst Thälmann, that the social democrats 
remained the communists’ “main enemy” and that, as a result, no mass 
propaganda against national socialism was organised by the KPD during 
the rapid rise of the NSDAP, 1930–1933. Even after the appointment of 
Hitler as Chancellor on 30 January 1933, and the almost total disinte-
gration of the KPD, the German communists were still fighting against 
their main adversary: the SPD.  54   As late as June 1932, the KPD launched 
its Anti-Fascist Action ( Antifa ) which tried to form a united front from 
below, but it never accepted the idea of collaborating with the SPD 
itself.  55   How did the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s anti-fascist work relate to the KPD’s 
and the Comintern’s ambiguous fight against the NSDAP, and how did 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  and Münzenberg respond to the national socialists’ 
assault? How was international solidarity conceptualised within the 
framework of “anti-fascism” in 1931–1933? 

 As the sections below show, the question of how to respond to the 
national socialist threat was an issue that provoked a bitter controversy 
within the communist movement. Münzenberg was hugely involved in 
this controversy, which is important to bear in mind when analysing 
Münzenberg and the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s opportunities for building an anti-
fascist mass mobilisation. The internal party struggle will first be looked 
at, followed by an analysis of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s attempts to construct 
a new message of international solidarity on the basis of anti-fascism. 
The final section will deal with how the  Arbeiterhilfe  was shut down, 
forced underground and ultimately into exile after Hitler’s coming to 
power and the burning of the German  Reichstag  during the night of 
27–28 February 1933. 

  The internal struggle 

 When the KPD’s leaders met Stalin in his study at the Kremlin on 30 
and 31 October 1931, Stalin demanded that the KPD continue its vehe-
ment opposition to the SPD. After the meeting, Heinz Neumann wrote 
in  Rote Fahne  on the KPD’s intention to destroy the SPD. As Hoppe (2007) 
demonstrates, even though some of the KPD’s actions were primarily 
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directed against the national socialists, the KPD leadership was strictly 
instructed from Moscow not to “mislead” the workers by fomenting 
anti-fascist opinion amongst the people in Germany. Once again, Stalin 
himself instructed Thälmann to maintain the KPD’s line and to present 
the SPD as the “bourgeois’ most dangerous supporters” and to avoid an 
“opportunist overestimation” of the threat posed by Hitler. Therefore, at 
a meeting of the KPD leadership in April 1932, Thälmann responded to 
two other leading members of the KPD, Hermann Remmele and Heinz 
Neumann, who were demanding a direct struggle against Hitler, that there 
was no question of any special campaign against Hitler at the time.  56   

 Stalin was actually counting on the rise of the NSDAP to state power 
already in the summer of 1932. Instead of permitting a united front 
between the KPD and the SPD which might have been able to hamper this 
development, the Soviet Embassy in Berlin was instructed to prepare for 
the national socialists’ coming to power.  57   The KPD’s highest leadership 
was, since the autumn of 1931, in a state of crisis. Neumann and Remmele 
had started a campaign against Thälmann and although Thälmann was 
the KPD’s leading figure, it was Neumann who managed to maintain the 
closest relationship with Stalin. Neumann spoke Russian and he had had 
several private meetings with Stalin in Moscow. This close relationship 
led Neumann at least to believe that it was he, and not Thälmann, who 
was the main leader of the KPD. Furthermore, Neumann was intellectu-
ally far superior to Thälmann. However, in October 1931, Stalin made it 
quite clear at a meeting that the KPD’s leadership belonged to Thälmann 
and not to anyone else. Back in Germany, the conflict between the two 
leading figures escalated and, as it was time for another tête-à-tête with 
Stalin in January 1932, Thälmann chose to leave Neumann behind in 
Berlin. After this meeting with Stalin, Thälmann returned with a mandate 
to strengthen his position through the appointment of more people 
loyal to him, which gradually led to the ousting of both Neumann and 
Remmele from the KPD. This struggle continued in great secrecy behind 
the scenes throughout the spring of 1932, with both cliques striving 
to build their own alliances. Finally, in the end of March 1932, both 
Neumann and Remmele were called to Moscow to sort out their “oppo-
sitional actions” in the CC of the KPD. Although one might think that 
the call from Moscow signalled the immediate end of Neumann’s polit-
ical career, Neumann in fact met Stalin once again in a private meeting, 
during which Stalin declared his continued support for Neumann. The 
conflict within the KPD dragged on and finally, in the summer of 1932, 
Neumann was removed from his positions within the KPD’s leadership. 
Thälmann thereafter turned his frustrations in Berlin towards Remmele 
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and his supporters that continued until the summer of 1933. Finally, in 
November, he was ousted from the KPD leadership. Hence, while the 
NSDAP was on the rise in Weimar Germany, Thälmann’s main preoc-
cupation remained the KPD’s internal party struggle, and the struggle 
against the SPD.  58   

 Münzenberg was a close associate of both Neumann and Remmele 
and, in documents produced during the latter part of the 1930s when 
Münzenberg was in a constant state of conflict with Moscow, it is 
pointed out that Münzenberg played an active role within the Neumann-
Remmele alliance in its struggle against Thälmann.  59   It is even alleged 
that he was one of the leading members of the Neumann-Remmele 
alliance.  60   

 However, although Münzenberg was close friends with Neumann and his 
wife Margarethe Buber-Neumann, the sister of Münzenberg’s life partner 
Babette Gross, he did not agree with him regarding his tactical line against 
the national socialists. Nor did Münzenberg agree either with the KPD’s line 
or with the KPD’s policy after the November 1932 elections when the KPD’s 
press declared that the national socialist threat had been overcome as the 
NSDAP’s share of the vote decreased to 33,1 percent. Münzenberg regarded 
himself as the best-known anti-fascist who was defined in the bourgeois 
press as the strongest bearer of the anti-fascist struggle.  61   

 Münzenberg’s claim to be a ‘true’ anti-fascist is of course controver-
sial but this claim is supported, for example, in a letter dated 25 May 
1931 in which Neumann made the claim to Leo Flieg at the KPD, who 
was another of Münzenberg’s close friends, that Münzenberg had been 
infected by the “national socialist psychosis” raging in Germany and was 
allegedly totally overestimating the national socialists.  62   According to 
Gross, during the weeks preceding the German parliamentary elections 
on 31 July 1932, Münzenberg was more restless and nervous than ever 
before. Often he could not sleep at night and only wandered about, as if 
waiting for the national socialists’ final assault.  63   Neumann represented 
however the left-wing line which believed that the national socialists’ 
rise to power was neither to be feared nor opposed. After all, did not the 
coming of the Third Reich advance the fall of the bourgeois state and 
pave the way for the proletarian revolution, it was argued? In this sense, 
war and fascism were inextricably linked as, from the left-wing perspec-
tive the advance of both fascism and war ultimately only advanced the 
communists’ cause. Apparently, in the early 1930s, Münzenberg even 
felt that the KPD and Comintern cadres, who were loyal to Stalin’s posi-
tion not to overestimate the danger of Hitler, regarded Münzenberg 
instead of Hitler as the main enemy.  64    
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  Fighting national socialism with international solidarity 

 In contrast to the KPD’s and Stalin’s insistence that the social demo-
crats were their main enemy, it is here argued that the  Arbeiterhilfe  with 
Münzenberg’s support was expressing its most brutal criticism of the 
national socialists. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s official work plan for the second 
half of 1931 stated in contradiction to Stalin’s orders that “the struggle 
against the fascist danger and especially the murder-terror of the national 
socialists is still one of the main missions of the  Arbeiterhilfe ”.  65     

 Stalin’s orders not to engage in mass politics against Hitler combined 
with the totalitarian perspective, which has argued that Stalinism was 
in fact very similar to national socialism, at least in respect to terror, 
crimes against humanity and the common opposition to Western 
“liberal” traditions, has for long discredited all communist anti-fascism 
initiatives.  66   However, a significant difference between communists and 
national socialists at the end of Weimar Germany was the difference 
between their respective calls for international and national solidarity. 
As Weber (2007) argues, a difference must be made between communism 
in the Soviet Union under the Stalinist dictatorship which, since the 
mid-1920s, had adhered to constructing “socialism in one country”, and 
communism as a radical social movement in non-communist states. The 
KPD was clearly, as the passage above shows, loyal to Stalin’s line with 
regard to its weak opposition to the national socialists, but what about 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  and Münzenberg? The question of solidarity seems to be 
crucial in this context. 

 Münzenberg expressed in February 1931 that the NSDAP was trying 
to “prove” in their propaganda that there was no such thing as interna-
tional and proletarian solidarity and that there could only exist a feeling 
of community (Zusammengehörigkeitsgefühl) between the members of 
one nation. In Münzenberg’s view, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was clear proof of the 
contrary, of the triumph of proletarian solidarity.  67   

 Further, in May 1931 Münzenberg expressed at another  Arbeiterhilfe  
meeting his conviction that Hitler had made the mistake of confusing 
Germany with Italy. It should not be forgotten that they, the German 
workers, were the successors of Karl Marx, Rosa Luxemburg and Karl 
Liebknecht and would provide a completely different answer to fascism 
than the Italians, he emphasised.  68   

 Although Münzenberg argued strongly against Hitler, the KPD’s posi-
tion towards the NSDAP led to many embarrassing instances of collabo-
ration during the final year of the Weimar Republic. The KPD was, for 
example, instructed by Moscow to support the national socialist-initi-
ated referendum in Prussia which resulted in the fall of Otto Braun’s 
(SPD) government. Furthermore, during the 1932 German presidential 
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elections, the KPD refused to negotiate with the SPD and the republican 
parties on the subject of a joint candidate, and instead ran Thälmann 
as the only socialist candidate, whereas the SPD officially supported 
Hindenburg as the lesser evil in order to prevent Hitler from winning 
the election. Also, during the Berlin transport workers’ strike (the Berlin 
Transportation Company [BerlinerVerkehrsgesellschaf] BVG  strike), the 
KPD found itself in a united front with the NationalsozialistischeBetrie
bszellen-Organisation (National Socialist Organisation of Factory Cells; 
NSBO)  against the social democrats.  69   

 What was the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s reaction to these instances of collaboration? 
According to Babette Gross, on 20 July 1932, Heinz Neumann had asked 
Münzenberg whether he could use the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s press to support the 
national socialist referendum in Prussia. Münzenberg had, according to 
Gross, deemed the idea to be completely crazy and categorically refused 
to popularise the KPD’s decision to side with the national socialists. 
How could he make such a decision palatable or even comprehensible, 
Münzenberg had argued? It was one thing to fight against the SPD, but 
quite another to join with the “mortal” enemy of the working class in that 
struggle. As  Rote Fahne  was then banned, Münzenberg’s latest newspaper 
acquisition  Berlin am Morgen  was instructed by the Comintern to report 
and support the KPD’s position on the Prussian referendum. According 
to Gross, Münzenberg expressed only “ridicule and mockery” regarding 
the KPD’s line, even urging the editors of the newspaper to refrain from 
publishing anything at all on the matter. A party order was, however, 
a party order, and even Münzenberg published an article in  Berlin am 
Morgon  in which he expressed his support for the referendum.  70   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  was also embracing the general Comintern line that 
the social democrats constituted a moderate wing of “fascism” (social 
fascism). This conceptual elasticity means, however, that it is today quite 
challenging to distinguish between the nuances in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
struggle against “fascism”. What did the  Arbeiterhilfe  mean when it 
called for a resistance to the “fascist threat”, only the NSDAP or also the 
SPD in accordance with the Comintern line?  71   

 One should, however, bear in mind that, for the majority of the German 
workers, fighting fascism in Germany entailed a specific struggle against 
the NSDAP and its supporters. One can therefore assume that, when 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  used slogans simply urging the workers to make a stand 
“against fascism”, it was in effect incapable of directly communicating 
that this was in fact a slogan against both the national socialists and the 
SPD.  72   Perhaps its communist supporters could make this distinction, 
but it remains highly doubtful whether ‘unorganised’ workers could 
interpret the concept of fascism in such a way. 
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 As will be shown in the following, in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s articles carrying 
headlines against fascism, the reader is often informed that the social 
democrats were also part of the fascist unit, or were at least presented as 
being its avid supporters. In other words, these articles obeyed the strict 
party discipline, yet when one looks at the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s visualisation of 
the “fascist threat”, it clearly singles out the national socialist as being 
the fascist enemy, as the depicted fascist is seen with a swastika on his 
uniform. SPD symbols are not included. One could thus argue that the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  publicly identified the national socialists as being the main 
enemy, as they were represented both visually and in the actual texts, 
whereas the social democrats were only included in the texts.      

 As the headline of the December 1931 cover of the  Mahnruf  declares: “Be 
prepared against Fascism”, it clearly identifies the enemy of the working 
class as the NSDAP. It is thus perfectly clear to whom the  Arbeiterhilfe  
is referring. The anonymous author of the leading article of the issue 
proclaimed the need for international solidarity against fascism. However, 
in contrast to the visual image, in the text the author strongly criticised 
the SPD and especially its policy of toleration which was based on the 
notion that “Brüning was better than Hitler”. The workers were urged to 
realise that the “true face of fascism was not only national socialism”. The 
SPD was blamed for having “allowed” the NSDAP to grow strong through 
its policy of toleration, and was criticised for having supported the ban 
on “the only proletarian defence organisation,” the  Red Front Fighters’ 
League  (RFB). According to  Mahnruf , the only way to expose the role of the 
“fascists” as being the protectors of the capitalists’ interests was through 
an active engagement in economic struggles. The social democrats alleg-
edly wanted to cure the dying patient, capitalism, and preserve bourgeois 
society. Instead,  Mahnruf  called for all those oppressed in all countries 
to join forces. The only way to achieve a better humanity, it was argued, 
was through the amassing of all workers under the Red flag. Only the 
Red united front guaranteed that international solidarity did not remain 
empty words,  Mahnruf  concluded.  73   

 At the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s World Congress in October 1931, Münzenberg 
explicitly pointed out the national socialists as the main threat and 
enemy of the communists. Münzenberg had declared:

  And if Hitler exercises his power tomorrow and if fascism knocks on 
the door and if Hitler threatens that heads will roll, then we say: yes, 
perhaps heads will roll, but the question is: whose heads will roll? 
The day is drawing near when power will be in our hands. […] It can 
no longer be a question of who the victor will be; it is merely a ques-
tion of when we will triumph.  74     
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 Similarly, on 25 November 1931, the German  Arbeiterhilfe  had declared 
to its local groups that the “fascist” leaders had openly declared their 
intention to initiate a pogrom against the working class when it came to 
power. The only solution was the formation of a proletarian united front 

 Figure 10.2      ‘Tatbereit gegen Faschismus! (Be Prepared against Fascism!)’ (1931)  

Source: Mahnruf. Organ fü r internationale Solidarität 12 (1931).
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against fascism, the  Arbeiterhilfe  claimed. However, as the  Arbeiterhilfe  
did not advocate an alliance between the SPD and the KPD, the only 
acceptable united front was that between the workers themselves, a 
so-called united front from below. Although social democracy consti-
tuted the main enemy of the KPD, a confrontational attitude towards 
the social democratic workers was never encouraged. Instead, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  urged its members to initiate friendly discussions with both 
SPD members and the  Reichsbanner , and to form joint  Schutzstaffeln 
gegen den Mordfaschismus  (defence squadrons against murder-fascism). 
Significantly, in November 1931, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was still proclaiming 
that: “The struggle against fascism will be the main task of all prole-
tarian organisations during the coming weeks and months”.  75   

 On the cover of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s journal for its functionaries, 
 IAH–Funktionär,  all functionaries were warned of how “fascism” was 
showing ever more boldly its “bloody grimace”. It declared that “fascism 
had become one of the most serious dangers for the workers in both 
town and country”. One should not underestimate the danger of the 
national socialists, it was argued and, although the  Arbeiterhilfe  singled 
out the SPD leaders as being the destroyers of the united front, it claimed 
with satisfaction that the anti-fascist front was being built in a joint 
effort by the rank and file of both communists and social democrats. 
The workers were reaching out to their brothers to make a united stand 
against a common enemy.  76   

 A sign of the rising radicalism in Germany was the escalation in street 
violence, which also showed that it was the national socialists who were 
the main enemy. It became a new feature in the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s publica-
tions to mourn its fallen supporters, “Unsere Toten”.  77   One of the first 
 Arbeiterhilfe  members to allegedly become the victim of national socialist 
terror was the 23-year-old Otto Grüneberg in Berlin. It was claimed in 
the press that he had been mortally stabbed by national socialists one 
late night, on 31 January 1931, when he was on his way home from an 
 Arbeiterhilfe  event. His murder led to the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s declaration of a 
united front against the national socialists. It declared: “The firm will 
to organise a millionfold revolutionary fortified mass struggle against 
this national socialist terror, places class-conscious social democratic, 
communist and indifferent workers in a united front”. It was defined 
as a struggle against the brown murder-plague (Mordpest).  78   Again the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  was calling for a mass struggle against the NSDAP. 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  also made a serious attempt to mobilise women 
against the national socialists. What was the role of the woman in 
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the Third Reich,  Mahnruf  rhetorically asked its readers, if not to be the 
object of total subjugation? The proletarian woman was urged to oppose 
national socialism as its central goal was to put women back in the 
home, where her only political significance was to reproduce. A further 
repressive element of the national socialists was discerned in the under-
standing between the NSDAP and the church, as the national socialists 
supported Section 218 which criminalised abortion. It was explained to 
the readers of  Mahnruf  that, in the NSDAP’s view, to prevent or in any 
way not support the natural reproduction of the German  Volk  (people) 
constituted a betrayal of the race (Rassenverrat). The natural role of the 
woman was to be submissive to the man of the house. If this was not 
what the woman wanted, then she was urged to visit the meetings of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s Women’s section.  79   

 Finally, in July 1932, the  Arbeiterhilfe  launched parallel to the KPD’s 
Anti-Fascist Action a “mass struggle” against “reaction and fascism”. 
Its main preoccupation consisted, however, in finding ways to blame 
the social democratic leaders for the NSDAP’s rising influence. From 
now onwards, the  Arbeiterhilfe  declared, all members of the  Arbeiterhilfe  
belonged to the offensive forces against national socialism. Significantly, 
the national socialists were defined as being a force that halted the disin-
tegration of the capitalist system. “Fascism meant millions of deaths 
from starvation, the crushing of all proletarian organisations, [and] the 
bloodiest oppression and mass murder”, the  Arbeiterhilfe  declared. The 
only way to prevent the national socialists from coming to power, was if 
the workers made a united stand against them. Thus, it was thought that 
the SPD’s leaders were “deserting” to the ranks of the NSDAP, whereas 
the social democratic workers would unite together with the commu-
nists to destroy fascism. In July 1932, the  Arbeiterhilfe  declared: “Getting 
social democratic workers involved in this struggle: that is our great 
historical mission”.  80   

 During the November 1932 elections, the  Arbeiterhilfe  continued to 
direct its attention towards fighting the national socialists. In the context 
of its support for the KPD, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s election campaign slogan was 
“against fascism – for socialism”.  81   However, in contrast to its anti-war 
cause featured on many of  Mahnruf ’s front pages, the  Arbeiterhilfe  only 
devoted one front page to the fascist threat. Thus, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
position on “fascism” remained ambiguous until the very end, as it at 
times declared it to be the main enemy but then could never engage in 
any open mass action against the national socialists as the  Arbeiterhilfe  
continued to be more concerned about how to fight the SPD leadership.  
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  The total destruction of international solidarity 

 Just like the KPD and other proletarian organisations, the  Arbeiterhilfe  
was the target of several police raids and investigations during the last 
year of the Weimar Republic. On 1 September 1932, over 30 officials 
of the political police started raiding the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s offices at 48 
Wilhelmstrasse and 5 Stallschreiberstrasse in Berlin.  82   These raids were 
justified by the Berlin Police President on the grounds of the need to 
establish the truth regarding claims made in a letter sent by an anony-
mous informant claiming that surprise raids of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s premises 
would lead to the acquisition of vast quantities of secret material on the 
KPD. However, as the Berlin Police President informed the Minister of 
the Interior on 15 September, the raids had failed to produce any such 
evidence and all the confiscated material had been returned. According 
to the Police President, the confiscated material had, however, proved 
beyond any doubt that the  Arbeiterhilfe  was not an above-party organisa-
tion ( überparteiliche Verein)  but was closely associated with the KPD.  83   

 A couple of days prior to Hitler’s rise to power in Germany, on 
30 January 1933, Münzenberg made an official request to the Comintern 
asking whether he could be permitted to relocate the headquarters of 
the  Arbeiterhilfe  to the Netherlands. The matter was dealt with by the 
Political Commission of the Political Secretariat of the ECCI on 3 February 
1933. Although several days had passed since Hitler’s  Machtübernahme  
(assumption of power), Münzenberg’s request was turned down and he 
was instructed to remain in Germany until the  Arbeiterhilfe  was banned 
by the government. It was explained to Münzenberg that this decision 
did not, however, prevent him from making preparations in case of a 
ban.  84   Hence, Münzenberg remained in Germany, although the national 
socialist propaganda against him was mounting. The national socialists 
accused him of having committed all sorts of provocations, including 
hostage murder (Geiselmorde) and the poisoning of wells.  85   In accord-
ance with the Comintern’s instructions, the  Arbeiterhilfe  despatched one 
man in advance to Amsterdam in order to make preparations for a relo-
cation. It was even discussed whether Münzenberg should be the one 
to travel to Amsterdam in advance, but he had allegedly stated that he 
could not leave Germany. Later, on 21 March, the Comintern decided 
that if it was possible for the  Arbeiterhilfe  to legally set up its headquar-
ters in Paris, then the Comintern had nothing against the suggestion.  86   

 The immediate effect of Hitler’s rise to power was that the political 
police raided anew the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s central offices at 48 Wilhelmstrasse.  87   
The final end for communism in Germany after Hitler’s coming to power 
was, however, the burning of the  Reichstag  during the night of 27 and 
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early hours of 28 February 1933.  88   That night signalled the beginning 
of a frenzied witch-hunt by the Gestapo after all the leading commu-
nists and socialists in Germany, with Münzenberg being one of their 
prime targets. When news of the  Reichstag  fire reached Münzenberg he 
was in south-western Germany, near the French border. In the early 
hours of 28 February 1933, Münzenberg secretly crossed the border into 
France. He later recalled in a letter that as he had crossed the border 
he had reasoned with himself that this was the only rational thing to 
do. However, the thought of leaving his comrades behind had weighed 
heavily on his mind. According to Münzenberg, the only way he could 
overcome this immense sense of loss was to engage himself in the most 
feverish activity for the benefit of his comrades left behind in the Third 
Reich. It was a decision that would define his subsequent engagement 
both for international solidarity, against Hitler, and later also against 
Stalin, until his own demise in the summer of 1940.  89   

 After the burning of the  Reichstag , the German section of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  was literally smashed to pieces by the Third Reich. The 
national socialists’ rise to power in effect represented an unprecedented 
defeat of international solidarity in interwar Germany. The  Arbeiterhilfe  
continued to function as an organisation until 1935, but its German 
section never recovered nor did it ever regain its former strength. The 
German authorities were extremely efficient in finding secret cells of the 
organisation and arresting the  Arbeiterhilfe ’ s  remaining activists. Finally, 
after the Comintern’s Seventh World Congress in the summer of 1935, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe,  or what was left of it, was “reorganised” and effectively 
dissolved by a decision of the Comintern.  90   

 The  Arbeiterhilfe  was never, however, set to function as an illegal organ-
isation in Germany as the history of the  Arbeiterhilfe  was defined by 
its public presence: by its demonstrations, conferences and congresses, 
by its soup kitchens and social political work, by its pictorial newspa-
pers and journals, by its festivals and exhibitions, and by its agitprop 
theatre and proletarian films. All this came to its end in late February 
1933, when its calls for international solidarity in the streets and halls 
of Germany were finally silenced. It represented in effect a total destruc-
tion of international solidarity in Germany and a final silencing of the 
movements, cultures and celebrations of transnational solidarity that 
had been created by the  Arbeiterhilfe  and Münzenberg in the Weimar 
Republic.      
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   The aim of this study has been to write the first comprehensive history 
of the  Internationale Arbeiterhilfe  and its articulations of international 
solidarity during the Weimar Republic, 1921–1933. This work has been 
identified as a contribution to the transnational history of the interwar 
period as its main focus has not been on governmental politics or intr-
astate relations, but has focused on the transnational world of an inter-
national (nongovernmental) organisation. The main question of this 
study has been how the  Arbeiterhilfe  through an emotional language 
and visual culture tried to ‘awaken’ international solidarity. How was 
solidarity actually envisaged, organised and brought to life by the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  in Weimar Germany? How did its articulations of solidarity 
change over time and how did it form significant cultures, movements 
and celebrations of transnational solidarity? 

 All of the chapters have shared the same basic questions on interna-
tional solidarity: encompassing the analysis of inclusion and exclusion; 
the construction of ‘the other’; and the relationship between inter-
national solidarity and concepts such as charity or humanitarianism, 
brotherhood or sisterhood, and internationalism. Throughout this 
book, the aim has not been to provide the concept of ‘solidarity’ with a 
static definition, but to analyse its changing and complex nature within 
its historical context. 

 The main reference point for the discussion on solidarity has been 
largely influenced by Stjernø’s seminal work on the history of soli-
darity. According to Stjernø the main difference between the so-called 
Leninist and the social democratic interpretation of solidarity was that 
the latter strove to broaden the concept of solidarity – to make it more 
inclusive – while Lenin and his followers stressed the importance of a 
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purely working-class solidarity, which made it very restrictive. Stjernø 
also suggests in his work that the concept of solidarity was not used 
at all by the Comintern and that, although it embraced the notion of 
a ‘proletarian internationalism’, it was difficult, if not impossible, to 
distinguish this from loyalty towards the Soviet Union. Stjernø lastly 
maintains that the Comintern did not employ the language of solidarity 
within the context of anti-colonialism and anti-imperialism either. This 
new history of the  Arbeiterhilfe  has shown, however, that the communist 
movement of the interwar period on the contrary extensively articulated 
solidarity as a means of uniting everyone who supported the struggle of 
the working class in the spirit of a classic Marxist workers’ solidarity 
as a part of a German counter-cultural workers’ movement. Moreover, 
although the  Arbeiterhilfe  pursued a number of solidarity campaigns 
which were Soviet-centred, the  Arbeiterhilfe  also pursued a number of 
international solidarity campaigns which cannot rationally be viewed 
as expressions of loyalty to the Soviet Union. The culture of transna-
tional solidarity that the  Arbeiterhilfe  created and communicated was 
never critical to the Soviet Union, but attempted to construct an image 
of the Soviet Union as a supporter of all the liberation struggles that 
were taking place in the world. Contrary to any other transnational soli-
darity articulated in Germany at the time, it strove to include the Soviet 
Union in the transnational workers’ community, to make it a natural 
part of ‘we’, the workers of the world. It was included in this global 
solidarity community and expected to subscribe to the principles of soli-
darity, including reciprocity and commitment to fight for the common 
goal – the bringing about of colonial liberation and the liberation from 
the system of capitalism, for the benefit of socialism. 

 It is here maintained that the central element missing in the previous 
analysis of the communist movement’s idea of international solidarity, 
is the inclusion of the Comintern’s main international organisation for 
international solidarity: the  Arbeiterhilfe . This study has also empha-
sised Münzenberg’s role as being a significant yet hitherto forgotten 
and suppressed voice for international solidarity within the interwar 
context. That said, this work has tried to introduce a new spectrum 
of solidarity to the analysis where black and white dichotomies are 
replaced by a historical, source-based analysis: Solidarity was not only a 
political weapon in the struggle, but also an alternative identity, culture, 
emotion and even a goal in itself. For the leaders of the Comintern and 
the Soviet Union, international solidarity had the clear goal to advance 
the Bolshevik revolution and to support the Soviet Union, but for the 
German workers themselves it could also represent a way to self-help and 
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a way to empower the weak and poor in society. For many, and perhaps 
also for Münzenberg, the  Arbeiterhilfe  represented a unification of the 
spectrum in one organisation. It aimed to revolutionise society, but also 
to give practical assistance to those engaged in the struggle. To ‘show’ 
solidarity could be a symbolical gesture, but for the  Arbeiterhilfe  it most 
often also meant doing practical relief work. However, for the workers 
involved it could also ‘simply’ mean a joint celebration and jubilation 
of belonging and being accepted in a local, national, transnational and 
even a global community imagined by the  Arbeiterhilfe.  In nations where 
promises of social welfare and security in a paternalistic tradition were 
regarded increasingly unattainable, the feeling of a betrayed national 
solidarity and injustice could easily make the promises of a real and 
effective international solidarity more attractive. 

 The initial launch of the  Arbeiterhilfe  in the cause of famine relief in 
Soviet Russia in 1921 shows, however, that it at the outset was not a 
well-prepared propaganda campaign, but a desperate call for solidarity 
articulated in the context of a true humanitarian crisis, which also threat-
ened the very continuation of the Russian Revolution. Consequently, 
the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s famine relief was not conceived within the context 
of charity, but within the context of a workers’ international solidarity 
the objective of which was not only to save the starving but also to save 
Soviet Russia from destruction. In terms of Soviet Russia’s image, the 
1921 hunger campaign produced the worst possible result, as it proved 
that Soviet Russia was incapable of handling the crisis and was more 
or less desperately calling out for assistance to the capitalist world. The 
image of Soviet Russia was thus initially presented as one of weakness 
and destitution, which created a transnational solidarity movement 
based on sympathy and pity rather than on political propaganda show-
casing the so-called workers’ paradise. 

 In the third chapter, it is shown how the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s initial message 
of international solidarity for Soviet Russia was altered and reimag-
ined. Images of weakness and pity were slowly erased and the so-called 
‘productive assistance’ initiative transformed the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message 
of international solidarity into a ‘positive’ action for both the recon-
struction of the famine area and the building of socialism. This reim-
agining was combined with the realisation of how strong an impact 
the use of images and film could have when campaigning for interna-
tional solidarity. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s international solidarity campaign 
for Soviet Russia (both famine and productive assistance) thus consti-
tuted the beginning of Münzenberg’s Red media empire in Berlin, which 
produced a vast number of illustrated and cinematic products in support 
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of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s international solidarity work. Essentially, one could 
argue that the launch of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s productive assistance initia-
tive created the embryo of Soviet cultural diplomacy, the aim of which 
was to showcase the land of revolution. 

 As productive assistance came to an end in 1923, this radically 
transformed both the  Arbeiterhilfe  as an organisation and its message 
of international solidarity. Two central events occurred in 1923 which 
resulted in a significant diversification of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of 
international solidarity. Firstly, the devastating earthquake in Japan on 
1 September 1923 signalled the beginning of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s engage-
ment in the Far East. Secondly, the hyperinflation crisis in Weimar 
Germany in the autumn of 1923 signalled the beginning of the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s deep engagement in Germany as an international solidarity 
organisation. The significant change that occurred through the launch 
of these two campaigns was that neither of them was directed towards 
Soviet Russia. The  Arbeiterhilfe  was no longer calling for international 
solidarity in order to save or reconstruct Soviet Russia, but was calling 
for international solidarity of the workers of the world, including Soviet 
Russia, to assist destitute workers. This change, subsequently turned the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s articulations towards a classic form of workers’ brother-
hood and internationalism. 

 Its “Hunger in Germany” campaign brought the  Arbeiterhilfe  to a 
totally new level of prominence in Germany. Of all the organisations 
connected to the Comintern, it was the only one that was not banned 
by the German government in the autumn of 1923, as its practical inter-
national solidarity work, achieved through a network of soup kitchens, 
was regarded as being invaluable. As a result, the direction of interna-
tional solidarity was altered and the principle of reciprocity that was so 
strongly linked to the idea of solidarity was honoured, as Soviet Russia 
provided aid to German workers, who only two years earlier had shown 
their solidarity to Soviet Russia. A noteworthy aspect of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
solidarity work was that it was never presented as simply the writing of 
appeals or the organising of rallies in a form of symbolic solidarity, but 
always retained a very practical element. Solidarity was never allowed to 
become just empty words, but always meant action in the form of prac-
tical solidarity work either through the establishment of soup kitchens 
or active fundraising in the name of international solidarity. 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s campaign in support of German workers led the 
organisation to launch a strike aid initiative in early 1924. Its strike 
aid would become an integral part of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity work 
throughout the Weimar period. In a sense, this represented a broadening 
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and radicalisation of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s message of solidarity, as left-wing 
critics had deemed the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s work in Germany as being too phil-
anthropic. Simply assisting destitute workers was not enough. The point 
was to support “workers in their struggle”, meaning workers who were 
on strike or locked out, which provided the  Arbeiterhilfe  with a more 
radical message of international solidarity. Its strike aid initiative intro-
duced the  Arbeiterhilfe  in Germany to the world of social policy as it had 
to focus its practical solidarity work on the victims of the strikes and 
labour conflicts, namely the women and working-class children. Also 
here, one can discern a radicalisation as women were initially mostly 
presented as mere recipients of solidarity and not as the active agents 
of solidarity. Consequently, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s fusing of the gender roles 
in its message of solidarity resulted in the cultivation of an image of 
the active and fighting woman, which stood in stark contrast to the 
passive and victimised women in its earlier images. Even in the case 
of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity work for children, a radicalisation can be 
discerned as it was redirected from a general relief action to the assist-
ance of the children of strikers and “workers in their struggle”. Later 
on, the activation of children and youths was even realised in special 
pioneer and youth sections of the  Arbeiterhilfe  with their own uniforms 
and slogans. 

 The global expansion of the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity work, which began 
with Japan in 1923, provided the organisation with a truly international, 
if not global, agenda. Here it has been shown how the  Arbeiterhilfe  
ingeniously articulated international solidarity in the context of anti-
colonialism and anti-imperialism in 1924–1925, with a special emphasis 
on the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s solidarity campaign for China. For the first time 
a major anti-imperialist congress was organised in Berlin that called 
for the united struggle of all suppressed irrespective if ‘white, black or 
yellow’. What mattered was class – not race. 

 I have also analysed the methods used by the  Arbeiterhilfe  in order to 
spread its message of solidarity. In addition to building up an organisa-
tional structure with both individual and collective membership, the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  made great advances in its public image and ability to reach 
large sections of the population. The central element of this analysis 
has focused on public displays, or celebrations, of international soli-
darity, represented on the one hand by its mass meetings such as the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s International Solidarity Days and congresses such as the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s ten-year anniversary congress in Berlin in 1931, but also 
by its forays into the fields of cinema and agitprop theatre. The films 
and plays themselves presented the message of international solidarity 
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but the experience in of itself – actually going to the cinema or watching 
an agitprop performance together with others – produced rituals and a 
common workers’ solidarity felt through the drama performed on stage. 
Film and theatre were in this way powerful weapons in the construction 
of ‘the other’, whether it be the capitalist, imperialist or fascist evil and 
in forging an imagined transnational, global community. 

 The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s articulations of international solidarity were inte-
grally linked to the question of the war danger during the interwar 
period. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s active creation and nurturing of war anxiety 
and, in particular, the fear of a new and imminent imperialist war in 
which chemical weapons, tanks and air forces were to be utilised was a 
powerful way of mobilising international solidarity in the late 1920s and 
early 1930s. As the chapter on the  Arbeiterhilfe’ s anti-war campaign work 
shows, the representation of the capitalist as a dehumanised ‘other’ was 
effectively used as a means of breaking down an identification with the 
nation and national solidarity and strengthening the feeling of interna-
tional solidarity. 

 The final, but most problematic, part of this book deals with the 
 Arbeiterhilfe ’s relationship to national socialism in Germany. Despite 
Stalin’s active prohibition of any mass propaganda against the national 
socialists, the  Arbeiterhilfe  and Münzenberg singled out the national 
socialists as the main enemy of the  Arbeiterhilfe  and of the very concept 
of international solidarity. Here the racism of national socialism was seen 
as an effort to imagine a national community based on race, whereas the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  distinguished this only as a method to misguide the workers 
from their true transnational identity based on class and oppression. In 
this respect, national socialism and communism were not sibling ideas 
in the totalitarian family, but diametrically opposite. This is also of great 
significance when identifying the  Arbeiterhilfe  as a radical social move-
ment and not as a totalitarian front organisation. 

 How, then, should the  Arbeiterhilfe  be perceived in the context of the 
history of international solidarity and the history of interwar commu-
nism? What did the  Arbeiterhilfe  ultimately achieve? As Iriye (2002) 
points out, most research has evaluated the achievements of the inter-
national organisations solely on the basis that they failed to prevent the 
next world war, just as they failed to prevent the rise of Hitler. However, 
as Iriey also argues, the historical relevance of international organisa-
tions lies in their transnational and global connections, their transfers 
of ideas (e.g., solidarity), information and people as well as in their 
ability to identify and communicate global patterns of exploitation, 
social injustice and oppression. In a prolific manner, the  Arbeiterhilfe ’s 
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articulations of international solidarity tried to make the workers think 
globally and accept all races as being part of the global, transnational 
community of the oppressed, and thus actively strived for the disman-
tling of borders between nations. However, the  Arbeiterhilfe  was due to 
its efforts to define a dehumanised capitalist ‘other’ as the protagonist 
of child labour, prostitution, brutal exploitation, war-mongering, and 
the protector of an unjust class-society and imperial system, active in 
constructing new barriers. The inherent logic of solidarity required the 
inclusion and exclusion of groups and classes. It was never a universal 
solidarity, although it clearly articulated a global imaginary. Due to its 
global mindset it was very inclusive compared to any other articulation 
of solidarity of its time. However, its very dark construction of the capi-
talist ‘they’ enhanced its radicalism and highlighted the aspect of active 
struggle and resistance. This, in combination with its open support of 
the Soviet Union and communism clearly distinguished it from social 
democratic articulations of solidarity. 

 Despite the  Social Democratic Party ’s (SPD) struggle against the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  and the SPD’s ruling to forbid official affiliation to the 
 Arbeiterhilfe  in 1924, there certainly existed a possibility to form a 
common working-class community and identity based on international 
solidarity that was separate from party politics. The  Arbeiterhilfe ’s public 
celebrations, mass culture, proletarian films and agitprop theatre were 
by certainty experienced by a vast number of non-communist workers 
and hence it contributed in a significant way to the creation of an alter-
native space for Weimar Germany’s proletarian milieu. At times it could 
perhaps unite representatives of all working-class parties for a joint soli-
darity celebration or cinematic experience, but in most cases it meant 
an above-party experience including the communists and ‘unorganised’ 
workers, but excluding SPD members. 

 The history of the  Arbeiterhilfe  cannot only be seen as part of the 
history of class struggle and communism, but corresponds on many 
levels to timeless problems concerning the attempts to build a transna-
tional global community. How, for example, can a sense of community 
or identification beyond the nation state be generated? How have inter-
national organisations dealt with such issues in the past? Transnational 
history addresses problem areas that are beyond the capabilities of the 
nation state, problems which no single government alone can provide 
a solution to, such as hunger, famines and natural calamities, but also 
questions of oppression, human rights, racism and war. Transnational 
movements and ideas play a pivotal role in the shaping of the modern, 
contemporary world; hence the historical understanding of the 
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twentieth century’s transnational history needs to be further developed. 
The often still hidden history of international organisations such as 
the Arbeiterhilfe and their radical articulations and counter-cultures of 
transnational communities and solidarities need to be reintroduced into 
history to understand the development and formation of the entangled, 
interconnected and globalised world of today.     
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