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FOREWORD

His pamphlet, dealing primarily with the underground

ll opposition to Hitler’s regime in Germany but also
giving a valuable account of the defects and mistakes

in the labor movement which led to Hitler’s triumph, is of

great value to all enemies of fascism.

It is valuable first of all because of the detailed and ac-
curate social history of Germany which it presents. Here, in
brief compass one may see the rise of Hitler and all the tragic
mistakes of conservatives and radicals which contributed to
his ultimate triumph. Its primary purpose is, however, to
record the heroic struggle which is being made in a totali-
tarian state by the remnants of a once powerful labour move-
ment. Whether this struggle, in which the ingenuity and
bravery of a valiant minority partially atones for the mis-
takes of the past, will contribute to the ultimate destruction
of fascism, only future history can tell. But when fascism is
destroyed as ultimately it must be, one can not help but be-
lieve that the organizational and educational work, which is
now carried on at so great a risk, is bound to make great con-

tributions to the formation of a new society.

All this is important and interesting simply as history. It
is good to know with what courage some men stand out against *
malignant power. But this pamphlet is of greater importance
as a warning and guidepost for the labor forces in all parts
of the world where democracy still exists, though every-

where threatened by fascistic tendencies. It warns us for



one thing how terribly dangerous and fatal a division in the
ranks of labor is, a warning which has achieved particular
relevance in our own country with its unhappy rift in the
organized labor movement. It warns us also against allow-
ing fascism a foothold anywhere, under the mistaken hope
that it will destroy itself. Fascism will undoubtedly destroy
itself in the end; but not without taking whole civilizations
to disaster in its destruction. Thus the mistakes of the labor
forces before the advent of fascism are a warning, and the
heroism of the underground movement after fascism’s rise
to power is an inspiring fact. We are warned and inspired.
We are warned against mistakes which lead to such fatal con-
sequences and inspired to carry forward the fight against
fascism with a courage at least slightly commensurate with
the courage of those who must contend against it after all the

instruments of power and oppression are in its hands.

ReixmHOLD NIEBUHR



The Underground Struggle in Germany

By EVELYN LEND

1. The Background

HEN Hitler formed his first coalition government in Janu-

ai ;is ; ary, 1933, the whole world looked at Germany querying:

What would the German opposition do? How would the

German working class react? Would Socialists and Communists com-

bine forces in the eleventh hour, call a general strike, rise against
the newly-appointed “leader”?

None of these things happened. Blow after blow was dealt to the
German labor movement, provoking no visible resistance. And when,
after a few months, nothing seemed to be left of the once so proud
and powerful German working class organizations, the collapse was
generally accepted as one of the many events in world history after
1914 which were as tragic as they were incomprehensible.

If we measure the trends of general opinion by the yardstick of
election figures, it is evident that the most rapid advancement of the
Nazis took place in the period between 1928 and 1930. Previous to
1928 Hitler was generally regarded as an absurd and trouble-making
agitator who, together with his followers, constituted a menace to the
democratic Republic no greater than any gang of irresponsible crim-
inals. In the general elections of May, 1928, the Nazis secured no
more than 12 seats in Parliament as against 152 Social Democrats,
54 Communists, 78 Catholics, 45 Conservatives (Deutsche Volks-
partei), 718 German Nationalists (Diehard Tories), and 25 Liberals.
Compared with the previous elections (in 1924), the Nazis had ac-
tually lost two seats; all bourgeois parties lost heavily, the German
Nationalists as many as 33 seats. The only clear winners in the 1928
elections were the so-called Marxist parties, the Socialists gaining
21 and the Communists gaining 9 seats.

Within the short period of rather more than two years which fol-
lowed, the Nazis increased their influence so enormously that, in the
next elections (September 1930) they gained as many as 107 seats in
the Reichstag or six and a half million votes against the 800,000
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votes which they got in 1928. The only other party to make headway
in the 1930 elections were the Communists. They gained 1% mil-
lion votes whereas the Socialists lost half a million. The Nazi gains
were therefore not won at the expense of the working-class parties,
but comprised such votes as had previously been cast for the Na-
tionalist and Conservative parties plus about four million new votes
cast by electors whom Hitler had attracted to the polls for the first
time. What had happened in those two years that resulted in this
unique rise of the Nazis?

To convey the full meaning of the collapse of German democ-
racy one would need a detailed analysis of the character of the revo-
lution in 1918 and the nature of the republic which emerged from it.
This cannot be made here. Let me instead briefly recall those factors
which had the most important bearing on the situation after 1928:

The Social Democrats forfeited the power which had been given
into their hands by the breakdown of the imperial army and civil
administration. Although a democratic constitution had been intro-
duced, distinguished by its far-reaching social legislation, the strong-
holds of reaction were not even touched. The Prussian Junkers
(landed aristocracy), the all-powerful capitalist trusts (especially in
heavy industry), the personnel of the army and civil administration,
the diplomatic corps, the judges and public prosecutors, all of them
educated in the spirit of imperial pre-war Germany, continued to
function unhampered by the young republic. The title of a book by
Th. Plivier, dealing with the 1918 revolution, gives the essence of the
situation in one short sentence: “The Kaiser went, the Generals re-
mained.”

Until the end of the year 1923 a number of attempts to overthrow
the Weimar republic were made by the revolutionary Left as well as
by the counter-revolutionary Right. They all failed, adding merely
to the general chaos which resulted from the war, the devastating in-
flation, reparations, and the occupation of the Ruhr district.

In the years between 1924 and 1928 it seemed that stability and
calm had returned at last. American capital was pouring into Ger-
many, assisting the rapid reconstruction of Germany industry. In
1926 Germany was solemnly admitted to the League of Nations after
having concluded the Locarno Treaty for peace and security with
Great Britain, France, Belgium, and Italy in October, 1925. During
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that period the standard of living was rising; unemployment was
comparatively low; the trade unions were successful in raising wages;
the—frequently Socialist—municipalities were actively engaged in
an immense program for building decent working class flats. The war,
the Versdilles Treaty, the inflation were almost forgotten—Germany
lived at peace with herself and with the world.

The consequence of this restoration of calm and prosperity was
the same as it would be anywhere in the world—conservatism. If con-
servatism means being in favor of existing conditions and institutions,
the truly conservative forces at that time in Germany were the Social
Democrats who had been mainly responsible for the Weimar consti-
tution and continued to be its principal advocates. Nowhere was this
more clearly expressed than in a book written by the veteran Austro-
German Socialist Karl Kautsky: “The political tasks of the prole-
tarian parties have been radically transformed by the revolution
(i.e. of 1918) and its consequences. . .. Our function is now to main-
tain the republic, i.e., the existing state, and not to overthrow it; in
so far Social Democracy ceases to be revolutionary and becomes con-
servative. ... Thus the idea of a political revolution after the political
revolution becomes nonsensical.” (Karl Kautsky: “Der Bolschewis-
mus in der Sackgasse,” 1930).

Hence the extraordinarily high vote which the Social Democrats
gained in 1928 (nine millions). The Communists, too, made some gains
attracting altogether 3% million electors, At first sight the Com-
munist success would appear to contradict the above statement of an
essentially conservative victory, but during the period in question
Communist policy was in fact not so fundamentally different from
that of the Social Democrats. The “left” Communist leaders having
been expelled, the party worked side by side with the Socialists in
the free trade unions for the improvement of labor conditions. They
never forsook their revolutionary aims ; but somehow the goal of revo-
lution seemed to have moved into the same far distance as the Socialist
commonwealth of which Social Democrats still sometimes dreamed.

In the two years which followed the German situation was to change
so radically in every respect that few were quick enough to grasp the
full significance of the transformation.

The main factor responsible for the change was the deep eco-
nomic slump into which the country was plunged after only four
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short years of reconstruction and prosperity. Unemployment figures
rose as fast as wages fell, and with the growing misery of the work-
ing class, and through the rapid decline of their purchasing power,
hundreds of thousands of small shopkeepers, tradesmen, artisans, and
peasants were ruined. The deepness of the slump would have been a
catastrophe for any country. But in Germany, which since 1914 had
known little but hardship and starvation, the crisis had a much deeper
effect. There had been altogether too much misery ; too long had the
patience of the German people been tried ; now it turned to despera-
tion. They were looking for help, but to whom should they appeal?
The old reactionary parties had brought upon them the misery of the
war. Besides, their leaders were the same bosses who now threw the
workers into the street or cut their wages ruthlessly. They could be
counted out. The Social Democrats? But the Social Democrats seemed
responsible for it all. In 1928 a coalition government had been formed
under Social Democratic leadership. The Social Democrat Hermann
Mueller-Franken was Prime Minister. The slump had started with the
Socialists in office. Perhaps—many people thought—the slump was
not directly due to them, but they had clearly been incapable of
dealing with it.

The terrible crisis suddenly awakened radical feelings in the Ger-
man people. Their radicalism was vague in its content, They did not
know what they wanted or what could or should be done. They merely
knew that everything ought to be radically different. The tide could
have been turned then if only, at that late hour, Socialists and Com-
munists had combined forces, determined to shift the burden of the
slump from the shoulders of the poor on to the shoulders of the rich,
unafraid of possible implications and consequences. But, as it turned
out, the period of growing misery coincided with an increasingly in-
tensified fraternal strife between the two working class parties.

In the same year of 1928 the Sixth World Congress of the Com-
intern met, and inaugurated its new policy which was to be fol-
lowed by all the Communist parties of the world. Part of it was the
theory of “Social-Fascism,” i.e., that Social Democracy was the
chief enemy of the working class; the tactics, which went with it, were
the splitting of the free trade unions and the refusal to collaborate
with other working class parties.

The intensity of the mutual hatred of Socialists and Communists



will hardly be conceivable to anyone who has not himself experienced
this period. To both of them the enemy was not so much the rising
Fascist movement, the Junkers or magnates of the Ruhr, as the rival
labor organization, which was to be attacked on every occasion with
the utmost ferocity. In the course of time more and more Socialist
parties and organizations, varying in size and importance, were to
join in the general competition for the support of the German work-
ers. There was, to begin with, the ISK (German section of the Militant
Socialist International) which was founded in 1926 after its members
had been expelled from the Social Democrats. This organization
fought particularly against the idea that Socialism must inevitably
succeed capitalism. In theory as well as in practice its chief charac-
teristic was the emphasis laid on moral integrity and education of
character of the individual members. Endeavoring to combine dis-
ciplined action with freedom of criticism, they formed a centralized
cadre-organization with a strict code of rules (e.g., teetotalism, sev-
erance of all connections with religious communities, ete.). Then there
was the K.P.O. (Communist Party, Opposition) which broke away
from the German C.P. after the Sixth World Congress of the Com-
intern. That break-away was due primarily to their disagreement with
the new policy of the C.P., which demanded the formation of inde-
pendent Communist trade unions and rendered co-operation with
other working class parties impossible. There was later the S.A.P.
(Socialist Workers’ Party), in many respects the equivalent of the
LL.P., which had emerged partly from the Left wing of the Social
Democrats and partly from the K.P.O. Apart from these, there arose
numerous other small groups and organizations, too insignificant to
be mentioned by name,

While the crisis grew worse, the radicalism of which I have spoken
increased, and with it a general tension leading to frequent bitter
clashes between political opponents which, as often as not, ended in
armed battles. As an answer to the general tension, the Social Demo-
cratic Police President of Berlin, Herr Zorgiebel, prohibited all open
air demonstrations for May Day, 1929. It was to be foreseen that
the radical Bexlin workers would not easily renounce their May
Day demonstration for which they had fought in the past against the
laws of Bismarck and the Kaiser. Despite the prohibition, many fol-
lowed the call of the Communists and went out into the street. The
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police force, controlled by the Social Democrats (and commanded by
many reactionary officers of the old school), was sent out fully
equipped with tanks, machine guns, and rifles, and with strict orders
to enforce the law at any cost. The result was 25 workers killed, 36
heavily wounded, and numerous others slightly injured. This May
Day has never been forgotten in Berlin. It was probably largely re-
sponsible for the gains which the Communists made in the general elec-
tions of 1930 at the expense of the Social Democrats.

The decisive swing-over, however, took place not within the camp
of the organized working class, but within the very much larger sec-
tion of the German people which had previously been more or less
indifferent. This was the essentially passive element in politics which,
lacking any definite aims or consistent policy of its own, moves in-
variably with the general tide, attracted always by the strongest
force. A united and militant working-class would have attracted
them. A working class, split into rival organizations each condemning
and denouncing the other, was the embodiment of hopeless impotence.

Hence the sudden rise of the Hitler Party from practically nought
to the second strongest party in the Reichstag. The Nazis were able
to reap the harvest sown by the economic slump and the incapacity
of labor to deal with it. The German people had reached such depths
of misery that their hopes were replaced by fury: “Give us a scape-
goat,” they demanded, “give us those who are responsible, tell us who
our enemy is so that we can take revenge.” The Nazis were obliging.
To the desperate people they gave the anonymous enemy: “The Sys-
tem.” A more effective slogan has never been invented. “The System”
of 1918 was everything that was evil and hateful. And the people
swallowed the new catchword greedily. Bigger and bigger grew the
audiences to whom Hitler threw the foe: “The System,” embodying
the slump, unemployment, and “interest-slavery,” the dominance of
the Jews, the dominance of Bolshevism, the dominance of finance cap-
ital, ruination of the small shopkeepers by department- and chain-
stores, the heavy liabilities of landlords and peasants, the sinking
profits of industry, and—above all—the country’s national enslave-
ment through the Versailles Treaty ; in short, every. grievance which
anyone might conceivably have.

Hitler did not propose any specific cure to heal all the thousand
wounds from which the German people was bleeding. He simply said:
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“Give me the power, and I will do everything for you.” It sounded in-
credible and still, what else was there to hope for. The Nazis had never
failed as yet—because they had never been tried out. They seemed a
strong and disciplined body with one central will, strikingly different
from all the other parties, disunited in their own ranks through quar-
reling and strife.

Hitler gave Germany an enemy—*“The System.” He gave her also
a cause—Nationalism. There can be no doubt as to the wrongs that
Germany experienced from her conquerors in the immediate post-war
period; it is equally true, however, that international readjustment
was well on its way. The national indignation against the Ruhr occu-
pation in 1923 had been a genuine feeling shared by the entire Ger-
man people. But the jingoist frenzy whipped up by Nazi agitation
after 1929 had little or nothing to do with the real German grievances.
No German felt friendly towards the Versailles treaty, but neither
was this treaty and its implications the subject of universal concern
and hatred before the Nazis used it as their chief scape-goat. “The
System” and the “Versailles Dictate” became much more symbols than
tangible realities. The average German did not know exactly what the
Versailles treaty was all about, he understood it just as little as the
working of that devilish trinity that was alleged to rule over the coun-
try—Judaism, Bolshevism, and Finance capital, all in one person.

Yet lack of consistency and logic did not prevent the Nazis from
winning millions of desperate souls. They won, in the course of time,
their adherents from all classes of society. And in all classes their ap-
peal was successful with precisely the same type of people. In the
working class Hitler found his followers among the permanently un-
employed, i.e., those workers who had-already lost all reasonable hope
of ever finding jobs in the normal course of economic development.
They were the victims not so much of the recent slump (which had
merely turned their despair into desperateness), as of industrial ra-
tionalization which had substituted machinery for human labor.
Among the urban lower middle classes Hitler attracted all those mil-
lions of small traders, shop-keepers, and artisans who had been crowd-
ed out of their trades by the modern development of production and
distribution. Among the peasants and big landowners the Nazi sup-
porters were those most hopelessly in debt through the international
agrarian crisis. Last, but not least, there was a large and important

11



section of the capitalist class which, right from the beginning, had
cast in its lot with Hitler. Outstanding among them were the well-
known leaders of German heavy industry who were on the very verge
of bankruptcy.

In other words, the Fascist recruits comprised the bankrupt peo-
ple of all classes, those who could no longer hope to help themselves,
those who had been thrown out of their traditional position in society
without a chance of regaining it. They could see but one way out—
a strong state which would create work for the unemployed, subsidize
industry and landed interests—do for them, in short, what they could
not do themselves. Their man was Hitler, their party Fascism, setting
out to merge the ideals of capitalism with those of feudalism, guaran-
teeing profits to industry, work to the workers, rent to the landlords,
protective guilds to the craftsmen, power to the army, and glory to
them all. Thus Hitler scored his amazing success in 1930, thus he over-
took all other forces within the next three years, emerging then as
the supreme ruler of Germany.

After the September elections in 1930 the slump grew even worse.
The Socialists had been forced to resign previous to the elections.
Bruening followed Hermann Mueller as Chancellor of the Reich. His
rule by emergency decrees heralded the beginning of the end of the
Weimar constitution. While enormous sums from public funds were
given as credits to the estates of Hindenburg’s friends, the East
Prussian Junkers, wages and unemployment benefits were ruthlessly
cut ; new general taxes were introduced, imposing an equal burden on
rich and poor, in short, a redistribution of the shrinking wealth in
favor of the possessing classes.

Still, the Social Democrats tolerated Bruening and his policy of
emergency decrees, holding that—bad as Bruening was—he was the
lesser evil compared with what might come after him. The Commu-
nists attacked the Social Democrats violently because of their theory
of the lesser evil and their unpopular toleration policy, arguing that
starvation under Bruening was no better than starvation under Hit-
ler. While this criticism was regarded with much sympathy by a large
section of the Socialist and trade union rank and file membership, the
Communist policy of calling practically all non-Communists fascist
was vehemently rejected. In the eyes of the C.P. the Bruening Gov-
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ernment was “Fascist,” the Social Democratic Party was “Fascist,”
why should they be afraid of Hitler? As a matter of fact, they even
regarded a Hitler victory as a vehicle of hastening the revolution. In
a parliamentary speech, on October 14, 1931, Remmele (then one of
the leaders of the German C.P. second only to Thaelmann) said:
“Herr Bruening has expressed it very clearly: once they (i.e. the
Fascists) are in power, then the united front of the proletariat will
emerge and it will make a clean sweep of everything. ... We are not
afraid of the Fascists. They will shoot their bolt sooner than any
other Government.” That was the Communist line of thought right
up to 1932. “Let the Nazis come, they will provoke the revolution.”

In their blindness to the real development they not only considered
the Fascist dictatorship a better means than democracy of serving
their own ends, but they even strengthened the jingoist appeal of the
Nazis by launching suddenly a program of “National and Social Lib-
eration,” by denouncing the Nazis for waging a mere sham-fight
against the “Versailles Slavery,” whereas they, the Communists, were
the true defenders of national freedom, and by participating actively
in a Nazi referendum against the Social Democratic government of
Prussia in August, 1931.

By the beginning of the year 1932 they changed their line. The
Nazi menace had become too threatening. The hopes for a revolution-
ary opportunity as a consequence of a Nazi victory had become too
obviously absurd. The C.P. launched another campaign under the
slogan: “Fight Fascism Now.” But nobody seemed to know exactly
where and what Fascism was. Both the Socialists and the Bruening
Government had been denounced as Fascists. Yet Bruening had to
make room for the more Fascist von Papen government. And when
von Papen dismissed the Social Democratic government of Prussia, the
Communists made suddenly a united front proposal to the Social
Democrats and trade unions. They suggested a general strike against
von Papen’s coup d’état in Prussia and in defence of the same Braun-
Severing government which they had tried to overthrow only eleven
months ago by supporting the Nazi referendum. The general strike
did not come off for two reasons of equal importance. On the one hand
the Communist united front proposals were too sudden to be taken
seriously anywhere. On the other hand the Socialists had grown so
accustomed to tolerating every blow as part of the lesser evil that
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they refused to take action when Prussia, their last governmental
stronghold, was taken from them.

Papen’s coup in Prussia took place on July 20, 1932. A few days
later, on July 31, there were again general elections. This time Hitler
gained 230 seats out of a total of 607. The Social Democrats had
133, the Communists 89 seats. The newly elected Reichstag was dis-
solved at its first meeting. Another election followed in November.
This time the Nazis suffered a serious set-back, losing two million
votes which were, for the last time, re-captured by the German Na-
tionalists. The Social Democratic vote fell further, the Communists
gained what they lost. Hitler’s losses were generally regarded as the
beginning of his definite decline. In reality, he had forfeited merely
temporarily the support of some middle class sections, which had be-
come frightened by the radical language of the Nazis and their active
participation in the Berlin transport workers’ strike, called by the
Communists on the eve of the elections. The trade unions refused to
sanction the strike and pay relief. But in spite of its unofficial char-
acter it was at first very successful and paralyzed Berlin’s transpor-
tation completely. The response of the transport workers was very
vigorous ; practically all of them came out and they found wide-
spread sympathy among the Berlin population. But, unaided as it
was by the trade unions, the strike was bound to break down. The
trade union bureaucracy refused to sanction the strike, and it took
a very strange development. Street collections were taken for the
strike funds, and I shall always remember the sight of a Communist
and a Nazi standing arm in arm and shouting in an agreed rhythm,
while they were shaking their collection boxes: “For the strike funds
of the R.G.0. (Revolutionary Trade Union Opposition)”— “For the
strike funds of the N.S.B.O. (Nazi Factory Cell Organization).” The
sight of this perverted united front, observed in various districts of
Berlin, was so repulsive to most Socialists that they lost all the sym-
pathy for the strike they previously had.

After the November elections Hitler was asked to join the Papen
cabinet. He refused, demanding either complete power or nothing.
As von Papen was unable to obtain a parliamentary majority, he was
followed by General von Schleicher who, on December 2, accepted the
task of forming the new government. The following months of De-
cember and January were one long chain of manoeuvres and intrigues
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between Papen, Hitler, the Hindenburg clique and Hugenberg (the
leader of the German Nationalists and boss of the powerful
Scherl newspaper concern), in order to undermine Schleicher’s posi-
tion. On January 28, 1933, Schleicher resigned. On January 30,
Hindenburg finally yielded to the Nazi terms.

Adolf Hitler was appointed Chancellor of the Reich.

2. Breakdown of the Labor Movement
(January, 1933—Autumn, 1933)

HE first phase of Fascist rule over Germany is essentially the

period of piecemeal destruction as well as of the break-down

of the traditional working-class movement. This phase began
with the advent to power of Hitler’s so-called National Coalition—
the government was at first not exclusively Nazi—in January, 1933,
and lasted to the plebiscite in November of the same year. Let me
briefly recall the main facts.

Obvious as it is now that January 30, 1933, was the first day of
totalitarian Nazi rule over Germany, it is important to remember
that then the labor movement in no way comprehended what was really
happening. Although persecution of labor officials and members start-
ed immediately on a big scale, few appreciated that it was the begin-
ning of the end.

Two facts above all accounted for this strange lack of apprehen-
sion:

(1) The intense civil war atmosphere that had preceded the Hitler
government. Terror was in no way an altogether new phenomenon.
Armed raids of Nazi formations on political meetings of opponents
or on workers’ settlements had become almost a daily feature during
the years of the big slump. Every Sunday night, when the first edi-
tions of the Monday papers were sold in the streets of Berlin, the first
thing one used to do was to turn almost mechanically to the account
of the deaths which had occurred during the week-end as a result of
-Nazi assaults on political opponents. One grew accustomed to read
of an average of half a dozen per week in many districts, much as
one read of road accidents. Of course, once Hitler had become Chan-
cellor the terror increased immediately on an enormous scale. How-
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ever, it increased and was not an altogether new and hitherto un-
known thing, and therefore appeared at first to be a mere change in
quantity.

(2) The second important factor was that Hitler came to power
with a coalition government apparently of a similar type to those
Germany had known in the past. The preceding coalition governments
of Bruening, Papen, and Schleicher had already been so reactionary
and had to such a large extent based their reign on emergency decrees
and unconstitutional procedure that the fundamental novelty of the
Nazi government was at first hardly visible. If, in addition, one bears
in mind that the previous governments had been denounced—particu-
larly though not exclusively by the Communist propaganda—as gen-
uine Fascist governments, the lack of appreciation becomes more
comprehensible,

On February 1 Parliament was dissolved. The same day Goering
issued a decree against Communist propaganda. On February 4 the
President of the Reich, Hindenburg, issued an emergency decree “For
the protection of the German people” which was directed against all
anti-Nazi forces. On. Feb. 7 Goering appointed National Socialist
officials to the Ministry of Interior. On Feb. 9 all police officers, who
did not wholeheartedly support Hitler, were asked to resign from their
posts. On Feb. 13 all republican civil servants in high positions were
dismissed. On Feb. 15 Nazis were appointed as police officers in place
of such republicans as had been forced to resign. On Feb. 17 the
terror was officially sanctioned by an order to the police force to use
their firearms against the population.

In the meantime, almost the entire Communist and Socialist press
had been suppressed, some papers for good, some for three months,
others only for days. After such a period they were again allowed to
appear for a couple of days in order to be suppressed anew. Thus the
labor movement was robbed of all its propaganda means for the
forthcoming elections on March 5. Apart from their press most of
their literature and their meetings were banned.

Still, the continuity of the rule of law was seriously doubted by
nobody. That was particularly true of the Social Democrats. I well
remember the last meeting which the Socialists were allowed to hold
in the Berlin Lustgarten. At that meeting Otto Wels, Chairman of
the Social Democratic Party, characterized the situation by the com-
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forting proverb: “Strict masters do not rule for a long time.” Even
the large-scale Nazi provocation of February 27, the burning of the
Reichstag, did not succeed in completely destroying the stubborn
wishful belief that after a while things would return to their normal
course.

Whilst this was the average view of the Socialists and trade union-
ists, the Communists were in no way more realistic. The two wings
of the movement differed only in that the Socialists held that things
could not really develop as badly as some isolated pessimists pre-
dicted, whereas the Communists acted as if things had already become
so bad (under the previous governments) that it was logically im-
possible for them to become worse.

The first terror wave was particularly, though not exclusively,
directed against the Communists. The Communist Party was pro-
hibited on the day of the Reichstag fire (which gave the excuse). Dur-
ing the next few days thousands, if not tens of thousands of their
parliamentary deputies, party officers, and active members were
thrown into the prisons or murdered. In the course of the next few
months, the Sucialists were to experience exactly the same fate. But
they were given a short space of time, during which their party or-
ganization was allowed to continue a sham legal existence only hamp-
ered by some “trifling” restrictions; for example, their press was
prohibited, their meetings were dissolved or raided, their election
posters torn from the walls, their party and trade union offices ran-
sacked.

The general elections of March 5, in spite of the previous wave
of terror against all organizations on the left, still gave as many as
120 parliamentary seats to Socialists and 81 to the Communists
(against 288 Nazis, 73 Catholic-Centre, and 52 Nationalists). The
Communist votes being cancelled, the Nazis could claim an absolute
majority.

Even the eventful month of February, 1933, was not impressive
enough to open the eyes of the German workers, who watched and
suffered their terrible fate in a horrified bewilderment that was more
paralyzing than calling for action. They were just waiting. Waiting
to awake from a bad dream or waiting for a lead for action which
never came, neither from the Socialists, nor from the Communists.
The Socialists went on proclaiming that “we must wage our strug-
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gle on the basis of the constitution” (which for all practical purposes
had been abolished long since) ; and they emphasized that “undis-
ciplined procedure by individual organizations or groups on their
own initiative would do the greatest harm to the entire working
class” (from the Manifesto, issued by the Executive and Parlia-
mentary Party of the Social Democrats. Vorwaerts, January 31,
1933.) That call for discipline remained their only message to the
workers, who awaited a call for action. Previously, the same Vor-
waerts had spoken of “fierce resistance,” but that resistance was only
remembered when it was too late.

The Communists had used even stronger language, but the show
they gave was as poor. Later they argued that the betrayal of the
Social Democrats had rendered any action impossible. With them-
selves, they were quite satisfied; apparently the lack of resistance
did not mean anything, as “the force of the C.P. expressed itself in
the fact that, in the critical moment, the party remained homogen-
eous. During the critical weeks, there were no discussions going on
in the German C.P.” (The Communist International, German edition,
No. 10; July 7, 1933.)

As a result of such a situation, the political and orgamizational
life of the working class was more and more subject either to sudden
or to gradual disruption. By the early days of spring, contacts be-
tween the Central Executives of both the Communist and the Social
Democratic Party with the local and district organizations had
broken off. The rank and file members in vain sought guidance from
their former leaders. All they got, was either examples of retreat
or else phrases that had no bearing on the situation.

Deceived by the fact that the Nazis advanced only step by step
and did not destroy all democratic institutions at one blow (although
achieving in a few months the same results for which the Italians had
needed as many years), the Social Democrats believed up to the very
last minute that they might be able to save their party from illegality.
Consequently, they concentrated all their energies on that one goal:
to preserve the party and its legal status at all costs .They went very
far to achieve this end, as the following examples show. The So-
cialist and liberal press of other countries had published full accounts
of the atrocities committed by the German Fascists. During the last
days of March, several members of the Socialist Party Executive
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were sent abroad in order to stop these reports which “were apt to
harm the position of anti-Fascists in Germany” who had been held
responsible by the Nazis for furnishing the details. On March 30,
Otto Wels, chairman of the Social Democratic Party, demonstra-
tively resigned from the Bureau of the Second International. Wels
later explanation that this resignation was but a tactical move and
that he had never really contemplated giving up his and his party’s
international affiliation is very likely correct. However, the attempts
of the Social Democratic Party to adapt themselves, if only outward-
ly, to the new German spirit of narrow nationalism, certainly played
into the hands of the Nazis. The demonstrative abandonment of work-
ing class internationalism added considerably to the already existing
demoralization.

Nothing, neither concession nor compromise, could save the labor
organizations from their fate. Bit by bit, their legal existence was
destroyed. The worst attempt at a voluntary self-adaptation to the
regime was made by the A.D.G.B. (the German central labor federa-
tion), which went as far as to support warmly the Fascist May Day
celebrations. The Gewerkschaftszeitung, the official organ of the
A.D.G.B. published for May an article by Walter Pahl of which one
paragraph reads: “We certainly need not strike our colors in order
to recognize that the victory of National Socialism, though won in
the struggle against a party which we used to consider as the embodi-
ment of the idea of Socialism (i.e. the Social Democrats), is our
victory as well; because, today, the Socialist task is put to the whole
nation.” (My italics.) This declaration, which roused much indig-
nation among the rank and file of the trade union and Socialist move-
ment, failed to impress the Nazis in the least. On May 2, a few days
after that surrender, all trade union buildings were occupied by the
S. A. (Storm troopers) and S.S. (Blackshirts). The most prominent
trade union leaders were arrested (Leipart, Grassmann and Wissel).
On May 13, all trade union property was confiscated. The German
working class had lost its industrial organizations. The only union
to escape the enforced Gleichschaltung, (incorporation into the new
system) was the AFA-Bund (Employees’ Union, embracing clerks,
shop assistants and other categories of white collar workers), which
dissolved itself voluntarily in order to spare its members the shame-
ful subjection.
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In the meantime, the Social Democrats split into several groups.
A part of the Executive emigrated to Prague and continued from
there their activities. The largest section of the Parliamentary Party
led by Paul Loebe (President of the German Reichstag), went fur-
ther and further in their concessions in order to buy from Hitler the
toleration of the party.

A third part, finally, worked clandestinely. Of them I shall speak
later.

On May 17, Hitler made in the Reichstag one of his famous speeches
on the question of foreign policy. That was the last Parliamentary
session in which the Socialists were to participate. The last act they
performed as a legal political party was to support the Nazi resolu-
tion on foreign policy which was thus unanimously accepted. That
surrender helped them, however, as little as submission had been able
to save the trade unions. On June 23, the Social Democratic Party
was officially prohibited; the leader of the concession policy, Paul
Loebe, was arrested together with many others. The Nazi regime had
tolerated Loebe’s line of compromise exactly as long as they con-
sidered it useful for their own ends, that is to say, until the confusion
of the working masses was carried so far that the last spark of self-
confidence was suffocated.
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