
ALEX ZUKAS 

Explaining Unemployed Protest in the Ruhr at the End of the Weimar 
Republic 

in 

MATTHIAS REISS AND MATT PERRY (eds.), Unemployment and Protest: New 
Perspectives on Two Centuries of Contention (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011) 

pp. 137–174  

ISBN: 978 0 199 59573 0 

The following PDF is published under a Creative Commons CC BY-NC-ND licence. Anyone 
may freely read, download, distribute, and make the work available to the public in printed 
or electronic form provided that appropriate credit is given. However, no commercial use is 

allowed and the work may not be altered or transformed, or serve as the basis for a 
derivative work. The publication rights for this volume have formally reverted from Oxford 
University Press to the German Historical Institute London. All reasonable effort has been 

made to contact any further copyright holders in this volume. Any objections to this material 
being published online under open access should be addressed to the German Historical 

Institute London. 

DOI: 



6 
Explaining Unemployed Protest in 

the Ruhr at the End of the 
Weimar Republic 

ALEX ZUKAS 

Relying on the findings and theories of the once dominant 'strain' 
or 'breakdown' school of social psychology, the prevailing thesis 
among historians who deal with the German unemployed is that 
unemployment atomized and demoralized industrial workers and 
made them incapable of protesting or changing their situation 
because it had psychologically paralysing effects. 1 An early propo-
nent of this thesis, Rose-Marie Huber-Koller, published a long 
article in the late 1970s that claimed the Communist Party of 
Germany (KPD) failed to mobilize the unemployed in large part 
because it did not take into account their generally 'broken' subjec-
tivity and numbed mindset. In this regard she uncritically repeated 
the conclusions of earlier social psychologists whose assumptions, 
methodology, and findings have come under critical scrutiny and 
which she herself subsequently questioned.2 In addition, Huber-

I would like to thank Matt Perry and Matthias Reiss for their comments on earlier drafts 
of this essay. 

1 See e.g. Frank Niess, Geschichte der Arbeitslosigkeit: Okonomische Ursachen und politische 
Kiimpfe. Ein Kapitel deutscher Sozialgeschichte (Cologne, 1979), 68-72;Hildegard Caspar, 'Die 
Politik der RGO: Dargestellt am Beispiel der Arbeitslosenpolitik in Hamburg', Argument 
Sonderband Deutsche Arbeiterbewegung vor demFaschismus, AS 74 (1981), 5o-8o, esp. 77-g; Conan 
J. Fischer, 'Nazis and Communists: Class Enemies or Class Brothers?', European History 
Quarterly 3 (1985), 259-79;Dick Geary, 'Nazis and Workers: A Response to Conan Fischer', 
European History Quarterly, 4 (1985), 452-64; id., 'Unemployment and Working-Class 
Solidarity: The German Experience, 192g-1933', in Richard]. Evans and Dick Geary 
(eds.), The German Unemployed: Experiences and Consequences ofMass Unemployment fromthe Weimar 
Republic to the Third Reich(New York, 1987), 261-80; Detlev Peukert, 'The Lost Generation: 
Youth Unemployment at the End of the Weimar Republic', in Evans and Geary (eds.), 
German Unemployed, 172-93, at 182-6; and Arne Andersen, 'Lieber im Feuer derRevolution sterben, 
als auf dem Misthaufen der Demokratie verrecken!' Die KPD in Bremen von rg28-r933: Ein Beitrog zur 
Bremer Sozialgeschichte (Munich, 1987), 215, 218-19 n. 311, 225, 229. 

2 Rose-Marie Huber-Koller, 'Die kommunistische Erwerbslosenbewegung in der 
Endphase der Weimarer Republik', Gesellschaft: Beitriige zur Marxschen Theorie, 10 (1977), 
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Koller criticized the KPD for its economism, its unwillingness to 
touch themes of unemployed daily life, its hierarchical structure, 
its obsession with organizational issues, and its 'sloganeering poli-
tics'. 3 She believed that the KPD preferred to remain in the realm 
of abstract theory and political goals, aloof from the concrete prob-
lems and daily needs of the unemployed. Her article remains the 
standard interpretation in the field and while it retains a great deal 
of merit concerning many internal party processes, discourses, and 
concerns, there are a number of problems with her analysis. 
Relying mostly on internal party documents and party publications, 
Huber-Koller generally restricted her analysis to the realm of the-
oretical and political discourse. She did not base her study on the 
experience of any particular region of Germany to see if the 
Communists engaged concrete problems of unemployed life and, 
as a result, seldom addressed actual practices.4 Arne Andersen's 
and Hildegard Caspar's studies of Communist unemployed politics 
in Bremen and Hamburg respectively are in broad agreement with 
Huber-Koller's conclusions. They remedy some of the deficiencies 
in her analysis with their local foci and add to our knowledge of 
local Communist political discourse, but they in turn replicate 
many of the limitations of her analysis. 5 

An examination of unemployed collective action in a German 
heavy industrial region, the Ruhr, will show that Communists not 
only engaged problems of unemployed life but also succeeded in 

89-140, at 91-4. Concerning problems with the validity of these early studies of unem-
ployed psychology, a good place to start is P. Kelvin andJ. E.Jarrett, Unemployment: Its 
Social Psychological Effects (Cambridge, 198s), 18-26, 47. ss-6, 6s-6. Huber-Koller revised 
her views in a subsequent but far less well-known work, Gewerkschaften und Arbeitslose: 
Erfahrungen der Massenerwerbslosigkeit und Aspekte freigewerkschaftlicher Arbeitslosenpolitik in der 
Endphase der Weimarer Republik(Pfaffenweiler, 1992), esp. s-19, 22S-317, 435-43, 8s7-61, 86s, 
869-70.

3 Huber-Koller, 'Die kommunistische Erwerbslosenbewegung', 94-127. 
4 She concedes that her study has limited explanatory reach given the incompleteness 

('Zufälligkeit') of the materials upon which she based it and its 'one-sided' focus on party 
ideology, policy formation, and culture to the neglect of other factors such as the trajectory 
of the Depression and attempts to counter it, the constellation of political forces, charac-
teristics of the labour movement, and so on. See Huber-Koller, 'Die kommunistische 
Erwerbslosenbewegung', endnotes 17a, 121, 180. 

5 Caspar, 'Die Politik der RGO', ss, s8, 631, 70, 75-9.Andersen, 'Lieber im Feuer', 17g-
93, 207-29. One has to wonder how ineffectual Communist organizing in Hamburg and 
elsewhere was if, as Donna Harsch contends, close to the end of 1932 'Social Democrats 
in Saxony, Bavaria, the Rhineland, the Ruhr and Hamburg began to imitate communist 
methods of organizing the unemployed'. Donna Harsch, German Socinl Democracy and the 
Rise ofNazism (Chapel Hill, NC, 1993), 214-1s. 
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mobilizing the unemployed to protest against their condition, seek 
immediate and long-term remedies as a call to social justice, and 
escalate protests as the Depression and material deprivation wore 
on. Communists understood that unemployed workers could 
choose to be passive or join fascist organizations in the face of the 
personal shock and existential angst they faced as 'workless 
workers' and Communists took it upon themselves to prevent such 
developments. 6 

Unemployed Protest Cycles 

The party and its auxiliaries at the local level in the Ruhr were 
much looser organizations than the image Communist leaders 
projected and Huber-Koller and others accepted. Leading func-
tionaries often complained about the lack of ideological unity and 
commitment on the part of party members. 7 Party members, 
sympathizers, fellow-travellers, and members of the Ruhr's 
Communist/ syndicalist milieu, marrying the long-standing 'syn-
dicalist' inclinations and repertoire of Ruhr miners with the press-
ing day-to-day material exigencies of immiserated unemployed 
workers, showed a preference for direct action and immediate 

6 On Ruhr Communist concerns regarding unemployed passivity and attempts to 
combat it see e.g. BezirksausschuB der Erwerbslosen Ruhrgebiet, 'Auswertung des 
KongreBes des Elends am I8. und I9. April in Essen', 23 Apr. I93I, Staaatsarchiv Munster 
(StAM), Polizeiprasidium Bochum (PPB), Nachrichtensammelstelle (NSS) no. 58, 
Demonstrationen Erwerbsloser im rheinisch-westfälischen lndustriegebiet, Feb. 1930-März 1932; Der 
Polizeipräsident (PolPr) in Essen an den Herrn Regierungspräsident (RegPr) in Diisseldorf, 
'Konferenz der RGO und "Roten Verbänden" in Essen am 29. Aprili932', 7 May I932, 
Hauptstaatsarchiv Diisseldorf (HStAD), Regierung Diisseldorf (RD), 17179, Tätigkeiten der 
KPD und politische Zusammenstöße, 1932. On general RGO awareness of the appeal of fascism 
to unemployed workers see Reichskomitee der RGO, Abteilung Erwerbslose, 'An alle 
ortlichen Erwerbslosen-AusschiiBe', n.d., attached to brief note of 10 Oct. I930 from the 
Police Chief in Bochum, StAM, RM, VII, I, I, Erwerbslosenbewegung, Okt. 1930-Aug. 1931, 
and on Ruhr Communist awareness see 'Entwurf: EntschlieBung der Plenar-B.L. des 
Bezirks Ruhrgebiet zu den ErgebniBen der Reichstagswahl am 6. November I932', 
HStAD, RD, 30657g, Agitation der KPD, 1932. 

7 See e.g. Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Parteitag der KPD Bezirk 
Ruhrgebiet', 4 Apr. I929, HStAD, RD, 3065Ic, KPD Versammlungen, 1930 for a description 
of the low level of ideological training and commitment among delegates to the Aprili929 
regional party congress. Klaus-Michael Mallmann argues that a lack of ideological uni-
formity and 'disobedience' and 'selective obedience' characterized KPD locals throughout 
Germany. See Klaus-Michael Mallmann, 'Milieu, Radikalismus und locale Gesellschaft: 
Zur Sozialgeschichte des Kommunismus in der Weimarer Republik', Geschichte und 
Gesellschafi, 2I (I995), 5-3I, at 25-3I, and id., Kommunisten in der Weimarer Republik: 
Sozialgeschichte einer revolutionären Bewegung (Darmstadt, I996), I54-64, 365-87. 
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confrontation with authorities in the public sphere over organiza-
tional loyalty and obedience.8 Nonetheless, they appreciated 
and facilitated the notoriously unruly activism of the German 
Communist Party. Finally, Communists were well connected to 
the unemployed: in June 1930, 50 per cent of Ruhr KPD 
members were unemployed and understood the life of the unem-
ployed from the inside out.9 By May 1931, go per cent of KPD 
members were unemployed. 1o 

The KPD charged its trade union auxiliary, the Revolutionary 
Trade Union Opposition (RGO), with organizing unemployed 
workers into a coherent political movement during the Great 
Depression.'' Following precedents that went back to the early 
1920s, the RGO and KPD wanted the unemployed at each 
employment office to elect a council which was supposed to set up 
counselling services, prepare meetings and demonstrations, report 
to the regional unemployed council monthly, and work closely with 
Communist councillors to propose and support initiatives that 
would improve the lives of unemployed workers materially. The 
councils were meant to constitute a united front facilitating non-
party participation but were usually Communist dominated. 12 

8 See e.g. the police reports of 'wildcat' unemployed insurrections (what the police 
termed Ausschreitungen and Unruhen) from late May to early June 1931 in central and western 
Ruhr (Essen, Duisburg, and Hamborn) sponsored but not controlled by the KPD or RGO, 
in HStAD, RD, 17168, Tätigkeiten der KPD und politische Zusammenstösse, 1931; HStAD, RD, 
30648c, Erwerbslosenbewegung, 1931-32; and HStAD, RD, 17188, Tiitigkeit der KPD, I9JI-J2. 
On the 'voluntarist' streak in much of German Communism and the radicalism of rank-
and-file Ruhr Communists see Eric D. Weitz, Creating German Communism: I89o-1990. From 
Popular Protests to Socialist State (Princeton, 1997), 59-61, 98-g, 149, 160-71.

9 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Dtisseldorf, 'Rundschreiben der KPD, Bezirksleitung 
Ruhrgebiet, Abt. Org., vom 21.6.1930 über geringen Erfolg der Werbetatigkeit für die 
Partei und Presse', 28 June 1930 and Der RegPr Dtisseldorf an den Herrn 
Oberprasidenten (OberPr) in Koblenz, 'Bericht der Bezirksleitung der KPD an den 
Bezirksparteitag', 5July 1930. Both government intelligence reports on the Ruhr KPD are 
HStAD, RD, 30657d, Agitation der KPD, I9Jo-I. 

10 'Parteiarbeiterkonferenz mit den unteren Parteileitungen des U. B. Duisburg, ein-
berufen aufVeranlaBung der B.Z.-Leitung, Essen', 31 May 1931, HStAD, RD, 10673bI, 
Kommunistische Bewegung, 1928-32. 

11 On the history of the RGO see S. Lehndorff, Wie kam es zur RGO? Probleme der 
Gewerkschriftsentwicklung in der Weimarer Republik von 1927 bis 1929 (Frankfurt, 1975); Jozsef 
Wieszt, KPD-Politik in der Krise, 1928-1932: Zur Geschichte und Problematik des Versuchs, den Kampf 
gegen den Faschismus mittels Sozialfaschismustheseund RGO-Politik zu führen (Frankfurt, 1976), 341-
458, 512-82; Freya Eisner, Das Verhältnis der KPD zu den Gewerkscha.fien in der Weimarer Republik 
(Cologne, 1977), 222-47; Werner Müller Lohnkampf Massenstreik, Sowjetmacht:Ziele und Grenzen
der 'Revolutionären Gewerkscha.fts-Opposition' (RGO) in Deutschland 1928 his 1933 (Cologne, 1988). 

12 See e.g. 'Richtlinien für die Organisierung der ErwerbslosenausschtiBe und zur 
Aktivierung der Erwerbslosenbewegung', 11 Nov. 1928, HStAD, RD, 30648a, Erwerbslo-
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Through the councils and community organizations such as recre-
ational associations, sports clubs, and neighbourhood groups, 
Communists provided unemployed industrial workers with a forum 
for activities, hope for a better future, ways to feel and act empow-
ered, and an explanation for unemployment which did not blame 
the individual and offered a structural remedy: end capitalism. 

In keeping with their social framing of the causes and effects of 
unemployment, Communists linked short-term demands with 
medium- and long-term ones. Demands for immediate relief (food, 
clothing, heating fuel, rent) went hand-in-hand with demands for 
social justice to reduce the number of categories of support, to end 
the means test and waiting period, to support all unemployed as 
long as they were out of work, to institute a relief system funded 
by the state and employers, to pay higher levels of support, to 
reduce bureaucratic controls, to permit council representation of 
unemployed workers in their dealings with governmental bodies 
and with larger political demands of a more revolutionary, sys-
temic, or structural character. Even before 1929, Communists 
never made purely political demands and tried to address the 
immediate material concerns and worries of the unemployed 
about food, money, clothing, and rent even as they argued that 
the needs of the unemployed would never be met under capital-
ism. The KPD's demands usually outlined a new distribution of 
wealth and power, presented a cultural, political, and economic 
challenge to the status quo, and encouraged discontented workers 
not to accept things as they were. 13 The demands were outrageous 
and utopian from the standpoint of the prevailing bureaucratic 

senbewegung, 1928-1930. On the collaboration between unemployed councils and Com-
munist city council members in the Ruhr see Beatrix Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik der 
KPD im Ruhrgebiet, 1924-1933(Wuppertal, 1977), 93-4, 177-8. Unemployed councils had 
already been quite active in the post-war period to 1923. See Der PolPr Essen an RegPr 
Diisseldorf, 'Kommunistische Erwerbslosen-AuschiiBe', 14]an. 1929, HStAD, RD, 30648a. 
See also David F. Crew, 'A Social Republic? Social Democrats, Communists, and the 
Weimar Welfare State, 1919 to 1933', in David E. Barclay and Eric D. Weitz (eds.), Between 
Reform and Revolution: German Socialism and Communism.ftom 1840 to 1990 (New York, 1998), 
235-7.

13 For just one of many examples from the Depression era, see the extensive political, 
social, cultural, and material demands in the 'Kampfprogramm der Erwerbslosen, 
Wohlfahrts-, und Pflichtarbeiter Rheinland und Westfalen' attached to Der PolPr Essen an 
RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Bezirks-Erwerbslosen-KongreB der RGO am 31.1 und BezierkskongreB 
des Kampfbundes gegen den Faschismus am 1.2.1931 in Essen', 6 Feb. 1931, StAM, PPB, 
NSS no. 57, Demonstrationen Erwerbsloser im rheinisch-wes!folischen Industriegebiet, Dez. 1929-März
1932. 
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arrangements, political dispensations, and market logic. The SPD 
made this point often, calling Communist proposals unrealistic, 
demagogic, and fantastic. 14 What the SPD did not see was that 
the RGO was appealing to a competing frame of reference where 
the avowed priority was not the acceptance and preservation of 
the status quo but the satisfaction of human needs and the mitiga-
tion of people's suffering. Communists encouraged the unem-
ployed to practise solidarity, to base demands not on what the 
system could provide or was willing to give, but on a need for work 
and a decent standard ofliving, and to link demands for jobs and 
relief with long-term demands for socialism. Local party leaders 
did worry that the unemployed suffering pauperization might 
accept their fate and remain passive victims or be seduced by 
other political movements, including the Nazis. The conclusion 
Communists drew was that, in the role of political vanguard, they 
would have to be the spark plugs of the unemployed movement. 
In fact, the Nazis were no competition to the Communists when 
it came to organizing street protests of the unemployed. There are 
no archival records or police reports of Nazis leading unemployed 
mass protests in the Ruhr. Nazis did recruit some unemployed 
workers for the Stormtroopers (SA) and party work, and in this 
way unemployed workers were instrumentalized to support Nazi 
political goals in public, but the Nazis did not organize the unem-
ployed to protest outside mayors' offices, city council chambers, 
welfare offices, or labour exchanges as unemployed workers. 15 

The timing of major protest cycles16 correlated strongly with 
changes in unemployment benefits by decree in July 1930 and the 
deep cuts decreed in June 1931 andJune 1932. 17 The suffering of 

14 See almost any issue of the Social Democratic newspapers Volkswacht in Essen and 
Westfälische Volkszeitung in Dortmund between 1929 and 1933. Andersen and Caspar echo 
tbis SPD criticism which is misplaced against a party whose stated goal was not to work 
within established socio-economic and political frameworks but to undermine them at 
every turn and, in the long run, overthrow them. Andersen, 'Lieber im Feuer', 179-94; 
Caspar, 'Politik der RGO', 70-2. 

15 Die Delegierten Konferenz der Erwerbslosen Rheinland-Westfalens, 'Aufrufan die 
Erwerbslosen Rheinland-Westfalens', Dortmund, 13 Aug. 1930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58;
RuhrkongreB der Erwerbslosen, 30 and 31 Aug. 1930 in Dortmund, 'Schafft Arbeits-
losenstaffeln injedem Ort, aufjeder Stempelstelle', StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58. See Wilfried 
Bohnke, Die NSDAP im Ruhrgebiet 1920-1933 (Bonn, 1974), 127-8,214-19, on tbe 'verbal 
proletarianism' of the SA and Nazis in tbe Ruhr. 

16 Regarding the formation of protest cycles see Sidney G. Tarrow, Power in Movement:
Social Movements and Contentious Politics, 2nd edn. (Cambridge, 1998).

17 Friedrich Syrup, Hundert ]ahre staatliche Sozialpolitik, 1839-1939, ed. Otto Neuloh 
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their families, the uncertainties surrounding benefits as well as the 
loss of rights to (shrinking) benefits supplied the material condi-
tions, motivations, and impetus for unemployed collective action. 
While they might have felt helpless to stop the effects of the busi-
ness cycle or prevent employer lay-offs, government action after 
1929 gave them a clear target for their anger and collective protest 
especially since visible government action in the form of emer-
gency decrees was directly responsible for lowering already pre-
carious living standards and violated workers' historically 
developed expectations of state support. 18 Working within and 
from their local milieux, unemployed Communists contributed 
organizational skills, political leadership, and institutional 
resources that helped the unemployed create a 'public sphere' for 
themselves where they could organize and mobilize their discon-
tent and their numbers in their communities and direct their 
protest at the state. 19 Arne Andersen sees KPD proposals in and 
out of city councils to relieve the misery of the unemployed as 
pure theatre, what he termed 'agitational slogans'. 20 The 
Communists might indeed have followed a long tradition of 'the-
atrical' political protest.21 If that is all that it was, it may have been 
all the more appropriate given that even modest proposals for 
improvement had no chance to become law once the Prussian 
state government had hollowed out the long-standing independ-
ent budgetary authority of Prussian city councils after mid-1931. 
Unemployed collective actions became larger and more vehement 
(Stuttgart, 1957), 343;Ludwig Preller, Sozialpolitik in der Weimarer Republik (Diisseldorf, 1978; 
rst edn. 1949), 418-53.

18 On workers' expectations of state support see e.g. Syrup, Hundert Jahre; Richard 
Breitman, German Socialism and Weimar Democracy (Chapel Hill, NC, rg8r); Heinrich August 
Winkler, V on der Revolution zur Stabilisierung Arbeiter und Arbeiterbewegung in der Weimarer Republik
1918 his 1924 (Berlin, 1984); id., Der Schein der Normalität: Arbeiter und Arbeiterbewegung in der 
Weimarer Republik 1924 his 1930 (Berlin, 1985); Eric D. Weitz, 'State Power, Class Fragmen-
tation, and the Shaping of German Communist Politics, r890-1933', Journal of Modem 
History (June 1990); id., German Communism, 28-35. 

19 On the concept and practices of left-proletarian milieux see Mallmann, 'Milieu', 
9-10, 13-15, 17, 19-29. 

20 Andersen, 'Iieber im Feuer', 182-3, 191. Huber-Koller, 'Die kommunistische 
Erwerbslosenbewegung', and Caspar, 'Politik der RGO' treat Communist proposals to 
city councils in the same dismissive fashion in contrast to Herlemann who treats 
Communist proposals as serious political efforts and mentions numerous joint SPD-KPD 
proposals to relieve the misery of long-term unemployed that Ruhr city councils fail to 
pass. Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 175-82. 

21 Matthias Reiss (ed.), The Street as Stage: Protest Marches and Public Rallies since the Nineteenth
Century (Oxford, 2007). 
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partly in response to the increasingly undemocratic methods of 
governance rising across Germany and partly because they 
allowed popular voice at a time when the Ruhr city government 
and their budgets became less responsive to democratically elected 
representatives of city budgets. Municipal democracy had become 
'theatre' as well. 22 

Communists saw the creation of a strong organization and an 
activist, fighting spirit among the unemployed as the key to helping 
the unemployed in their struggles. 23 Partly as a result of the pref-
erences of grass-roots Communists who did not want to lose touch 
with life in their localities and who found neighbourhoods and 
public spaces easier terrains to organize than workplaces and pri-
vately owned spaces of production, and partly as a result of slowly 
increasing lay-offs since early 1930, Communist street cells operat-
ing within the larger milieux of working-class neighbourhoods out-
numbered factory or enterprise cells (the focus of Communist 
revolutionary theory and practice) in the Ruhr by mid-1930.24 

Working-class subcultures or milieux in the Ruhr provided 
communicative 'lifeworld' spaces of mutual support, mobilization, 
and associational culture. 25 Street cells, unemployed councils, and 

22 Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik I75-87. 
23 See e.g. 'Sturrn- und Arbeitsplan der revolutionäre Gewerkschafts-Opposition (RGO) 

bis I5.8.3I', StAM, RM, VII, I, I and 'Halbjahresplan der RGO Ruhrgebiet', n.d. 
(attached to Bochum police report of 29 Aug. I93I), StAM, RM, VII, I, 2, 
Erwerbslosenbewegung, 1931-32. Andersen, Caspar, and Huber-Koller are generally right that 
the KPD was never able to create the stable organization of the unemployed that it 
wanted, but organizational failure is not by itself evidence that the unemployed were docile 
and passive. Surviving evidence suggests that other factors (a lack of money for dues, syn-
dicalist sensibilities, and a history of impatience with bureaucratic labour and political 
organizations in the Ruhr, boredom with internal party politics, anti-Communist agitation 
by churches, the state, and other parties, and police harassment and violence against polit-
ically organized unemployed workers) provide better explanations for organizational 
difficulties than does unemployed docility or disinterest, since the numbers repeatedly 
mobilized for unemployed protest extended well beyond the membership of unemployed 
councils and dole groups. 

24 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Rundschreiben der KPD, Bezirksleitung 
Ruhrgebiet, Abt. Org., vom 2I.6.I930 iiber geringen Erfolg der Werbetatigkeit für die 
Partei und Presse', 28june I930, HStAD, RD, 30657d. 

25 Stefan Berger introduces the Habermasian concept of 'lifeworld' into his discussion 
of heterogeneous working-class cultures in the Ruhr and homogeneous working-class 
culture in South Wales. Stefan Berger, 'Working-Class Culture and the Labour Movement 
in South Wales and the Ruhr Coalfields, 1850-2000: A Comparison', Llo..for, 8/2 (200I), 5-
40, at 5-6, I2-23. Berger's emphasis is on what divided workers' cultures in the Ruhr, 
placing them in quite separate and sealed-off cultural worlds. My emphasis and that of 
other recent research is on what these cultures had in common as working-class cultures, 
something that emerged more clearly in the Weimar Republic. See also Leighton S.James, 
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community work became acknowledged foci of Communist prac-
tice especially in the mining colonies and urban slums even if 
enterprise cells always retained theoretical primacy.26 While not 
directly discussing a neighbourhood milieu but invoking many of 
its attributes, a historian of German Communism wrote that 
'Much like a nation, the communist movement was all-encompass-
ing. It offered a vibrant club culture, a large and varied press, and 
a system of schools for political education. '27 Moving outside its 
milieu in its organizing drives among the unemployed, the KPD 
made numerous appeals along lines of class solidarity and com-
monality of interest to try to keep unemployed workers linked to 
traditions of the German labour movement and, by means of 
unemployed councils, stewards, dues, handbills, rallies, demonstra-
tions, congresses and conventions, Communists tried to apply and 
adapt the forms, discipline, and traditions of union and workplace 
organizing to the new and unfamiliar socio-economic conditions 
and circumstances with which unemployed workers struggled in 
their neighbourhoods every day. 28 The. actual results of their efforts 
were mixed. 
The Politics ofIdentity and Civil Society in Britain and Germany: Miners in the Ruhr and South Wales 
1890-1926 (Manchester,2008) who uses the concept of'lifeworld' as well as discourse analy-
sis to explain how various miners' movements in the Ruhr and South Wales used ideas 
such as class, religion, 'the people', socialization, and nationalization to construct working-
class organizational identities between I89o and I926. 

26 On the theoretical priority see Mallmann, Kommunisten, 306-I2, and Weitz, German 
Communism, I 55. On the unemployed becoming central to KPD political activity after I929 
see S.Bahne, 'Die Erwerbslosenpolitik der KPD in der Weimarer Republik', in Hans 
Mommsen and Winfried Schulze (eds.), Vom Elend der Handarbeit (Stuttgart, I98I), 487-g6. 

27 Catherine Epstein, The Last Revolutionaries: German Communists and Their Century 
(Cambridge, Mass., 2003), 42. For insight into the extent, dynamism, membership, and 
cultural, political, and organizational activities of the Communist milieu in the Ruhr 
during the Weimar Republic, see Ludger Fittkau (ed.), Das 20. Jahrhundert der Gaudigs: 
Chronik einer Arbeiterfamilie im Ruhrgebiet (Essen, I997), 17-47.Among other organizations affili-
ated with the milieu were the Workers' Sports Cartel, the Workers' Chess Club, Friends 
of Nature, and Workers' Samaritan League. 

28 See 'Richtlinien ftir die Arbeit der Stempelstellengruppen der RGO', n.d. (attached 
to the 5 Nov. 1930 report of the Police Chief in Bochum), StAM, RM, VII, I, I; 
Bezirkskomitee der RGO, 'An alle Unterbezirks- und OrtsausschiiBe', 4 Nov. I930, StAM, 
RM, VII, I, I; BezirksausschiiB der Erwerbslosen Ruhrgebiet, 'An alle Erwerbslosen-Leiter 
der Ortskomitees der RGO! An alle Erwerbslosen-AusschiiBe!', 10 Feb. I93I, StAM, PPB, 
NSS no. 58; Bezirkskomitee der RGO, 'Sturmplan der RGO', n.d. (c. Feb./Mar. I93I), 
StAM, RM, VII, I, I; Der PolPr in Bochum an OberPr in Munster, 'Ruhr-Erwerbs-
losenkongreB in Dortmund am 3I.8.I93o', 3 Apr. 1930,StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58; Der PolPr
in Essen an RegPr in Diisseldorf, 'Bezirks-Erwerbslosen-KongreB der RGO am 31. I 
und BezirkskongreB des Kampfbundes gegen den Faschismus am 1.2.1931 in Essen', 
6 Feb. I93I, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57; BezirksauschuB der Erwerbslosen Ruhrgebiet, 
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Protesting against Unemployment in the Ruhr 

The KPD worked diligently to intensify the class struggle on the 
streets. Even before the Depression struck, the KPD's repertoire 
of collective action was evident in the large unemployed demon-
strations injanuary 1929 that occurred in front of the city council 
chambers in Essen and Heme to apply pressure on city council 
members from other parties to support Communist bills for 
increased winter relie£ Such actions were repeated in late 1929 
and early 1930 in Gelsenkirchen, Oberhausen, Wanne-Eickel, and 
Wattenscheid. Communist city council members had close ties to 
the local unemployed councils and appeared at their meetings to 
report on city council business that affected the unemployed and 
to ask for the vocal and public support of the unemployed councils 
for Communist bills to relieve the dreadful material situation of 
unemployed workers in the Ruhr.29 Uniformed Schupo (public 
security police) and undercover officers attended all Communist 
rallies and public meetings as well as the public meetings of unem-
ployed councils, listened attentively to speakers and discussions, 
took notes on what was said, and picked up any literature, circu-
lars, or leaflets distributed there for later analysis. Beyond gather-
ing information, the Schupo enforced laws on treasonous speech. 30 

The Schupo took a hard line against Communist attempts to mobi-
lize the unemployed, did their best to thwart Communist plans to 
organize the unemployed, and moved energetically against the 
unemployed when demonstrations turned defiant. Following 
orders from the Prussian Interior Ministry, the Schupo acted swiftly 
and harshly throughout the Depression to break up unemployed 
demonstrations, arrest ringleaders, and clear the streets and the 
unemployed responded with ever greater violence. 31 Much of the 
'Auswertung des KongreBes des Elends am 18. und 19. April in Essen', 23 Apr. 1931, 
StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58. On the Communists' ability to retain the support of unemployed 
workers in older urban working-class districts see Adelheid von Saldern, Hiiuserleben: Zur 
Geschichte uon städtischen Arbeiterwohnens uom Kaiserreich bis heute (Bonn, 1995), u9-g2. 

29 Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 177-8. 
30 See e.g. Der PolPr in Essen an RegPr in Diisseldorf, 'Bezirks-Erwerbslosen-KongreB 

der RGO am 31.1 und BezirkskongreB des Kampfbundes gegen den Faschismus am 
1.2.1931 in Essen', 6 Feb. 1931, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57 and Der PolPr in Essen an RegPr 
in Diisseldorf, 'Politische Ausschreitungen bei Erwerbslosen-Demonstrationen am 13. 
Oktober 1931 in Essen', 16 Oct. 1931, HStAD, RD, 17172, Tätigkeiten der KPD und politische 
Zusammenstöße, I9JI. 

31 Der PreuBische Minister des Innern an die samtliche Herren Polizeipräsidenten, 
'Erwerbslosenbewegung', 18Jan. 1930, HStAD, RD, 30648b, Erwerbslosenbewegung, I9Jo-JI. 



Unemployed Protest in the Ruhr 147 

public face and experience of the unemployed workers' movement 
in the Ruhr took place in the dialectic of violence between the 
Schupo (including both patrol officers and mobile riot squads) and 
the jobless. 

Schupo actions, preparations, high states of readiness, and will-
ingness to use force cut short many unemployed demonstrations. 
Partly for that reason and partly due to bad weather and the fact 
that mass unemployment was only beginning to be felt in the 
Ruhr, the first half of 1930 saw rather small demonstrations and 
short protest cycles. Even when, as on 6 March 1930, mass 
demonstrations failed to materialize because of Prussian Interior 
Ministry bans on all assemblies and demonstrations, police chiefs 
noted the high levels of resistance and depth of organization and 
discipline that smaller groups of demonstrators who dared to 
march exhibited. 32 Favourite mobilizing sites for working-class 
demonstrations and rallies in the Ruhr's major cities were prole-
tarian districts such as Segeroth in Essen and adjacent city centre 
areas and squares bordering proletarian districts such as Ehren-
zellerplatz, Republikplatz, and Moltkemarkt in Bochum, and 
Viehmarktplatz, Borsigplatz, and Hansaplatz in Dortmund. These 
places were favoured because of their central location, their prox-
imity to working-class neighbourhoods, and their consequent 
familiarity to workers. Staging areas for demonstrations in mining 
towns like Buer, Marl, Horst, Gladbeck, and Bottrop usually 
occurred in proletarian residential colonies and squares near the 
town centres. 33 

Communist propaganda appealed to a sense of class injury and 
material self-interest and stressed the need for collective action if 
the unemployed were to win concessions from the state while 
authorities did their best (as in the autumn of 1930) to prevent the 
initiation of a collective protest cycle.34 Communists placed great 

32 See e.g. Der PolPr in Dortmund an RegPr in Arnsberg, 'Intemationaler Kampftag 
der EIWerbslosen', 12 Mar. 1930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57.

33 Der PolPr Bochum an OberPr der Provinz Westfalen in Miinster, 'EIWerbslosende-
monstration am 6. März', 27 Feb. 1930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58; Der PolPr Bochum an 
RegPr Arnsberg, 'Kommunistischer Kampftag gegen die EJWerbs-losigkeit', 7 Mar. 1930, 
StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57; Der PolPr Dortmund an RegPr Arnsberg, 'Internationaler 
Kampftag der EIWerbslosen', 12 Mar. 1930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57; Der PolPr in 
Recklinghausen an PolPr Bochum, 'Linksradikale Demonstrationen am 6.3.I930', 7 Mar. 
1930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57.

34 Der PolPr Bochum, NSS, an OberPr der Provinz Westfalen in Miinster, 6 Oct. 1930,
'EIWerbslosenmarsch nach Dortmund am 27.10.1930', StAM, RM, VII, I, I; BezirksausschuB 
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weight on public displays of mass solidarity and power,35 and the 
organs responsible for maintaining public order at the local, 
provincial, and state levels often banned major unemployed 
demonstrations and public marches in the Ruhr, such as those 
planned for March, October, and December 1930 and October 
and December 1931 as disruptive of public safety and security.36 
The ban curtailed participation in the hunger march to Essen 
from the eastern Ruhr on 26 October 1930 to a few thousand, but 
there was a major clash between the Schupo and the unemployed 
at the entrance to the Segeroth district of Essen, a poor and 
densely populated community that was a leftist cultural and polit-
ical stronghold. 37 The ban did not prevent the first cycle of unem-
ployed protest late October to mid-December 1930) from 
emerging in the western, central, and northern Ruhr. It should be 
pointed out that all figures provided in this essay need to be 
treated as rough estimates of the size of demonstrations and 
protests because of the biases of the bodies providing figures. The 
KPD had good reason to inflate the size of demonstrations in its 
published accounts and internal circulars in order to boost morale 
among supporters and to cause consternation among opponents 
and because it placed great weight on public displays of power. 
While historian Eric Weitz maintains that the German police were 
'professionally inclined to see major disturbances behind every 
voice of protest', 38 police chiefs in the Ruhr generally maintained 
a very sober and subdued tone in their reports to superiors and, if 
anything, showed bias in the other direction by downplaying 

der RGO Ruhrgebiet (Essen), Abteilung Erwerbslose, 'Hungerrnarsch nach Dortmund!', 10 
Oct. I930, StAM, RM, VII, I, I; Bezirkskomitee der R.G.O. Ruhrgebiet und Bezirksleitung 
der K.P.D. Ruhrgebiet, 'StraBe frei! Der Hunger marschiert!', 10 Oct. I930, StAM, RM, 
VII, I, I. 

35 See Weitz, Gernum Communism, I6o-87, and Alex Zukas, 'Social Immiseration, Class 
Conflict, and Working-Class Mobilization: Unemployed Workers in the Ruhr and 
Communist Politics, I923-I933' (Ph.D. thesis, University of California, Irvine, I99I), 
373-BI, 521. 
36 Der PolPr Bochum an OberPr der Provinz Westfalen in Munster, 'Erwerbslosen-

demonstration am 6. Marz', 27 Feb. I93o, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58. The KPD switched 
the march's destination from Dortmund to Essen at the last minute to try to foil police 
tactics. See Der PolPr Bochum, NSS, an OberPr der Provinz Westfalen in Munster, 
'Erwerbslosen-Hungerrnarsch', 3I Oct. I930, StAM, RM, VII, I, 1. 
37 Der PolPr Bochum, NSS, an OberPr der Provinz Westfalen in Munster, 

'Erwerbslosen-Hungermarsch', 3I Oct. I930, StAM, RM, VII, 1, I; Der PolPr Essen, 
Landeskriminalpolizeistelle, an RegPr Dusseldorf, '"Hungerrnarsch"-Demonstration in 
Essen', 30 Oct. I930, StAM, RM, VII, I, 1. 38 Weitz, German Communism, I85. 
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unemployed protest and seldom acknowledging that any situation 
was out of control. 39 Official police estimates of crowd size are 
used throughout this chapter, unless otherwise indicated, for 
reasons of availability, uniformity, and comparability: they provide 
the number of participants more consistently (Communist 
accounts are often vague in this area) and their biases with regard 
to downplaying the size of protests and demonstrations serve to 
establish a uniformity of reporting and a better basis for compar-
ison over time. In addition, their reporting biases serve to establish 
a numerical lower limit which most demonstrations likely 
exceeded. 40 

Relief workers improvised a one-day strike and demonstration 
on 12 September 1930 in Essen against a proposed lowering of their 
hourly wage but the first true cycle of unemployed protest began 
on 23 October 1930 when the unemployed in the small mining 
communities ofWehofen and Walsum in the north-western Ruhr 
protested en masse against changes in the rules for paying unem-
ployment benefits and 3,000 people demonstrated on 24 October in 
the nearby mining community ofDinslaken for the same reason.41 

In Gelsenkirchen 7,ooo people (according to the Communist 
daily Ruhr-Echo) protested against the new emergency decree at the 
Gelsenkirchen city council chamber at the end of October and a 
comparable number of protest marchers to the municipal welfare 
committee's meeting at the end of November blocked all traffic in 
the city.42 In November relief workers in the north-central mining 
districts ofRecklinghausen, Datteln, Herten, and Marl went out on 
a Communist-led strike. Relief workers were required by the city 
welfare office or labour exchange to work at projects administered 
by municipalities in return for their benefits. This form of social 
control was designed to test fitness for and willingness to work. 

39 See Zukas, 'Social Immiseration', 617-27. 
40 For an insight into police estimates of large demonstrations see the one in late 

September 1931 (estimated by Schupo at around 21,000 people and 8 kilometres long plus 
around IO,ooo supportive spectators). Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Massen-
Kundgebung der KPD Ruhrgebiet, in Essen am 27. September 1931', 1 Oct. 1931, HStAD, 
RD, 30673bI.

41 Der Landrat in Dinslaken an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Erwerbslosendemonstrationen', 27 
Oct. 1930 and 'Versammlungsbericht', Wa!sum, 24 Oct. 1930, HStAD, RD, 30648b. 

42 On the one-day strike in Essen and the Communist standing demand for union 
wages for relief workers and the mass demonstrations in Gelsenkirchen see Herlemann, 
Kommunalpolitik, 180, 184. Herlemann indicates that her figure of7,ooo demonstrators comes 
from the Ruhr-Echo. 
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If an unemployed person turned down relief work, he or she would 
have their support suspended as punishment. The work was hard 
and deliberately labour intensive. The RGO organized these 
workers at their workplace and not at the registration offices. The 
police chief ofRecklinghausen mentioned an extraordinary political 
fact without comment: around half of the relief workers in the 
Recklinghausen region belonged to the KPD. On the first day of 
the strike, 17 November, almost 2,ooo workers participated and 
relief workers in other parts of the Recklinghausen region were 
sympathetic to the Communist strike call. Of the 910 'unemployed 
on welfare' in Recklinghausen city, 760 were employed as relief 
workers and 750 went on strike the first day. On 20 November, the 
fifth unemployed demonstration in a week took place and I,ooo 
demonstrators marched to the Recklinghausen town hall where the 
city council was in session. The demonstrators kept regrouping after 
every dispersal by mobile riot police and, three hours after it started, 
the collective action finally ended when it began to rain in the early 
evening. The protesters articulated their grievances through a peti-
tion which combined demands for immediate aid as well as major 
economic and political concessions from the cities. Its immediate 
demands included extra relief payments for the winter, 30 Marks 
(RM) per relief worker to buy warm outdoor clothing, waterproof 
shoes (the wooden shoes supplied by the city to relief workers 
impeded work), free potatoes (in lieu of charging relief workers for 
bulk delivery at reduced prices), and the inclusion of single workers 
on the welfare rolls. Beyond such direct questions, the protesters 
asked for major economic and political concessions: that relief 
workers work a forty-hour week, receive the same pay as compara-
ble city employees, be paid for strike days, and that municipal 
administrations recognize the elected representative of the relief 
workers under the Factory Council Law. In putting forward these 
demands, Communists were pressing the city to treat the 'working' 
unemployed like regular workers in the hope that doing so would 
keep the unemployed anchored to working-class cultural networks, 
economic institutions, and political practices in their daily experi-
ences. The strike in the Recklinghausen region lasted nine days. 
Government coercion and the withdrawal of welfare support to 
strikers won in the end.43 Nevertheless, a twenty-four-hour relief 

43 Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, 'Streik der Wohlfahrtspflichtarbeiter 
im Bezirk Recklinghausen', 18 Nov. 1930, StAM, RM, VII, 1, 1. For the progress of the 
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workers' strike occurred in the Gelsenkirchen region between 
Recklinghausen and Bochum on 29 November in which 78 per 
cent of the relief workers in Gelsenkirchen and roo per cent in Buer 
struck. 44 Having to perform relief work radicalized many unem-
ployed workers. Their grievances included objecting to having to 
perform strenuous, unskilled jobs, usually ditch-digging, in all sorts 
of weather for welfare payments that were only a little above the 
norm (usually to pay for work clothes and extra food for the labour-
ers who burned up more calories than the typical unemployed 
workers) and which still did not cover the actual living expenses of 
those workers and their families. Many unemployed felt they had a 
legal entidement to benefits without forced labour and Communists 
agitated around the issues of entidement and social justice. 
Communists framed the issues in terms of a right to productive 
work (already set out in Article 163 of the Weimar constitution) and 
payment of compulsory labour at union rates. If the unemployed 
were apathetic and passive when they just hung around and 
received benefits they became animated when the state forced them 
to labour actively for their support money. When confronted with 
work, they demanded the rights of workers to organize and go on 
strike and they quickly returned to the tactics and attitudes of the 
labour movement. The protest cycle intensified as unemployed 
protests and fights with patrol and mobile riot police erupted in the 
Recklinghausen, Gelsenkirchen, Bottrop, and Buer mining districts 
in the first half of December.45 According to the historian of 
Communist municipal politics in the Ruhr, Beatrix Herlemann, 
several thousand demonstrators protested and fought with riot 
police in Gelsenkirchen in the first half of December and she 
concluded that 'with regard to Gelsenkirchen one could speak of a 
strike and protests see Recklinghiiusner Zeitung, no. 272, 2I Nov. I930; Der PolPr
Recklinghausen an PolPr Bochum, 'Streik der Wohlfahrtspflichtarbeiter im Bezirk 
Recklinghausen', 2I Nov. I930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57; Der PolPr Recklinghausen an 
RegPr Munster, 22, 24, and 27 Nov. 1930 StAM, RM, VII, 1, I. For the strike demands see 
Die Streikleitung an die Stadtvetwaltung Recklinghausen, 17 Nov. I930, StAM, RM, VII, 
1, 1. Herlemann gives the number of initial strikers as 750 for Recklinghausen, 450 for 
Herten, 400 for Mar!, and 385 for Datteln. Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, I84. 

44 Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, 'Streik der Wohlfahrtspflichtarbeiter', 
2 Dec. 1930, StAM, RM, VII, 1, I; Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, 3 Dec. 
1930, StAM, RM, VII, I, 1. Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 184. 

45 Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, 'Kundgebung der RGO am '4· 
Dezember I930', 17 Dec. I930, StAM, RM, VII, I, 1; Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr 
Munster, 'Etwerbslosendemonstration in Gelsenkirchen', I9 Dec. I930, StAM, RM, VII, 
I, I. 
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permanent mobilization in the last months of 1930'.46 A combina-
tion of exhaustion, miserable weather, thinning the ranks of pro-
testers through arrests, and a fiercely enforced ban on marches and 
assemblies from 19 December 1930 to 3]anuary 1931 ended the 
Ruhr's first major collective protest cycle that began in late October 
and spread well beyond its initial site and constituency.47 

Reports filed by police chiefs in early 1931, six months after the 
first wave of mass lay-offs in the Ruhr began,48 acknowledged that 
Communists were gaining greater influence in the Ruhr working 
class and that the distressed situation created an opportunity for 
Communists to politicize and organize the unemployed as an oppo-
sitional force. Drawing lessons from the first major protest cycle, 
the Schupo increased the severity of its crowd control after December 
1930 and unemployed workers stiffened their resistance. Police 
officers noted that Communist meetings were well attended, that 
Communist agitation and propaganda was becoming more effective 
in mobilizing the jobless to demonstrate, and that the tone of the 
meetings and marches was more aggressive. A major concern for 
the Schupo was that Communists were making significant progress 

46 Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, I84. Her book on the KPD's municipal politics is a close 
study of the troubled intersection of national KPD internal party politics and long- and 
medium-term national political goals with the shorter-term goals of municipal politics and 
local political agitation. 

47 Der Preußische Minister des Innern [Car! Severing], Berlin, an die Ober- und 
Regierungspräsidenten, u.a., 'Treiben radikaler Elemente', I7 Dec. 1930,StAM, RM, VII, 
I, I; Der RegPr Munster an PolPr Recklinghausen, I9 Dec. I930, StAM, RM, VII, I, I; 
Der PolPr Recldinghausen an RegPr Munster, 'Erwerbslosendemonstrationen der KPD 
am 24.I2.I930', 30 Dec. 1930, StAM, RM, VII, I, 1. See also Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 
I84. 

48 Lay-offs in Ruhr heavy industry were constant from January 1930 until June I932 
but mass lay-offs came in two cycles. The first began in June 1930 and lasted until 
December 1930; the second started in July I93I and ended around March I932. By 
September I932, I87,000 miners and 116,500foundry workers had been made redundant. 
Looked at from another angle, 656,g6I people were employed in Ruhr heavy industry in 
I929. That number fell to 529,029 in September 1930, 376,566 in September I93I, and 
348,511 in March I932. See Landesarbeitsamt Westfalen, 'Die Entwicklung des 
Arbeitmarktes 1930', Westfälische Wirtschaftsarchiv (WWA), KI 5IB, Berichte des 
Landesarbeitsamt Westfalen und Lippeiiber die Lage des Arbeitsmarktes, 193o-JI; Landesarbeitsamt 
Westfalen, 'Die Entwicklung des Arbeitmarktes I93I ', WW A, K2 350, Arbeitsmarkt Westfalen
und Lippe, 1932-3; B. Ordemann and E. Mangels, 'Der westfälische Lebensraum vom 
Standpunkt des Arbeitmarktes aus gesehen', in Hermann Aubin (ed.), Der Raum Westfalen
iii. (Berlin, I932); E. Mangels, Der Westfälische Arbeitsmarkt, 5/1(Dortmund, I932), WWA, 
K2 350; Dr Rubel, 'Zahlen zur wirtschafdichen Entwicklung seit I929 in wichtigen 
Wirtschaftszweigen', 5 Dec. I932, typescript, Stadtarchiv Dortmund (StaDo), Fa 83,
Statistisches Amt der Stadt Dortmund, 1929-1933; id., 'Wirtschaftslage und Arbeitslosigkeit seit 
I929', I Jan. I933, typescript, StaDo, Fa 83, I2-I5. 
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with the majority of Ruhr workers, that is, with the previously unor-
ganized. Ofthe 88o people who attended the second Ruhr RGO 
Unemployed Regional Congress in late January I93I, 7I per cent 
were from the KPD and 27 per cent were unaffiliated with any 
labour organization. On I February, a day after this congress 
ended, about 7 ,ooo people formed a procession complete with 
seventeen bands and innumerable flags, streamers, and banners. 
They marched through the working-class districts of Essen to the 
Ehrenzellerplatz.49 Communists sustained long spells of activity 
among the unemployed with membership drives, membership 
meetings, leadership conferences, organizing meetings, preparatory 
meetings, congresses, rallies, demonstrations, and literature distribu-
tion in neighbourhoods.50 Such efforts at creating activist and 
organizing networks paid off. Despite wet and cold weather, 
demonstrations occurred throughout the Ruhr in the evening of 25 
February I93I in honour oflntemational Unemployment Day. To 
take a few examples, about I,ooo people accompanied by two 
bands demonstrated in Bochum, 200 in Castrop-Rauxel, I,5oo in 
Essen, 1,200 in Oberhausen, and 500 in Miilheim. Mobile riot 
police escorted the more militant and persistent protesters and 
broke up the more raucous and verbally abusive demonstrations in 
the central Ruhr. 5 1 Figures for all cities are not available but, given 
the figures for only five cities above, overall turnout was probably 
higher than it had been for the I February regional march, since 
these were local dispersed demonstrations across dozens of large 
and medium-sized cities and scores of mining communities. These 
were good numbers for the Communists given the inclement 

49 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Bezirks-EIWerbslosen-KongreB der RGO 
am 3I.I. und BezirkskongreB des Kampfbundes gegen den Faschismus am I.2.I93I', StAM, 
PPB, NSS no. 57; Der PolPr Bochum an RegPr Arnsberg, 'WelteiWerbslosentag am 25. 
Februar I93I', 26 Feb. I93I, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57. The regional congress of the Fighting 
League Against Fascism (KgdF), which the unemployed congress delegates also partici-
pated in, took place on I February I93I, the day after the unemployed congress and in the 
same building. The demonstration took place at the end of the KgdF congress. 

50 Just for the first few months of I93I see e.g. the level of activity expected in 
BezirksausschuB der Erwerbslosen Ruhrgebiet, 'Arbeitsplan März I93I', n.d., StAM, PPB, 
NSS no. 57; the April Arbeitsplan of the Ruhr Unemployed Committee, 'Mass Attacks 
against the State of Emergency', 3I Feb. I93I, StAM, PPB, NSS, no. 58; Bezirkskomitee 
der RGO, 'Sturmplan der RGO,' n.d. (c. Apr. I93I) StAM, RM, VII, I, I. The national 
and regional offices of the KPD and RGO issued 'Storm Plans' and 'Implementation 
Plans' every few months during the Great Depression. 

51 Der PolPr Bochum an RegPr Arnsberg, 'WelteiWerbslosentag am 25. Februar I931', 
26 Feb. I93I, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57.
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weather, but the KPD exhorted its members to increase the size of 
future protests. To boost participation, in April 1931 regional 
Communists again called for unemployed councils that were dis-
tinct from the RGO, elected by the unemployed, and responsible to 
them. The RGO would still perform a vanguard role and 
Communists encouraged the unemployed to demand a level of 
support that promoted material well-being and security as well as 
political empowerment. To those ends, activists insisted that unem-
ployed workers not be forced to work on relief projects; they wanted 
fewer bureaucratic controls on the unemployed such as signing-on, 
means testing, eligibility requirements, and compulsory labour; they 
denounced waiting periods, punitive measures, and penalties 
against the unemployed; and they wanted councils to represent the 
unemployed in all appeals and grievances to local officials.52 

'Choreographed' collective actions like those of 1 and 25 February 
and the 'national day of mourning' against suffering and oppres-
sion, 27 August 1931, when 20,000 people demonstrated in Essen 
in good weather, 53 were part of a broad repertoire of protest that 
included various forms of direct action from marches to rallies to 
occupation of municipal buildings to relief workers' strikes. Planned, 
provocative yet peaceful protests that had official permits tended to 
elicit broader participation than other 'choreographed' collective 
actions whose character was not only provocative but openly trans-
gressive like the hunger marches of March, October, and 
December 1930 and October and December 1931, where permits 
were denied or not sought, public order appeared threatened, and 
vigorous police intervention to prevent the protest appeared likely. 
Nevertheless, the increasingly dire situation of the unemployed 
elicited bold, unplanned, and sometimes large protest cycles whose 
militancy relied on shared interpretative frames, broad activist net-
works, and historically developed repertoires of contention. 

The western and central Ruhr witnessed a second major unem-
ployed protest cycle from early May to early June 1931 which 

52 BezirksausschuB der Erwerbslosen Ruhrgebiet, 'Auswertung des KongreBes des 
Elends am 18. und 19. April in Essen', 23 Apr. 1931, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58;
Organisationrichtlinien für den Aufbau und die Arbeit der Industriegruppe Bau der RGO, 
n.d. (c. Apr. 1931), StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58. All programmes and resolutions from the 
April 1931 Communist-sponsored Ruhr Congress of Misery are attached to the following 
police report: Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Dusseldorf, 'Bezirks-Erwerbslosen-KongreB der 
RGO am 31.1 und BezierkskongreB des Kampfbundes gegen den Faschismus am 1.2.1931 
in Essen', 6 Feb. 1931, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57.

53 Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 175. 
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Herlemann characterized (at least with regard to Essen), as 'per-
manent actions [by the unemployed that] created for a time a 
near revolutionary situation'.54 Government cuts in unemploy-
ment support in June 1931, which the jobless knew were coming, 
provided the 'trigger' for this second protest cycle. The cuts 
fomented widespread dissatisfaction and made the government an 
obvious target for unemployed grievances. The cycle began when 
major disturbances broke out in Duisburg-Hamborn on 6 May. 
Hundreds of unemployed protested against the new emergency 
decree nearly every day until g June and reinforcements of riot 
police were needed to suppress the unrest. 55 The protest cycle 
spread as unemployed workers in Essen, Bochum, Gelsenkirchen, 
Wanne-Eickel, and Wattenscheid opposed the imminent lowering 
of support rates and unemployed demonstrations in Herne in 
mid-May 1931 pressured the city council to restore most of the 
money for upcoming winter relief by instituting various savings 
and cutting expenses for council employees and councillors. 56 As 
the protest cycle gained momentum the Communist-inclined 
Essen unemployed council held one of its regular public meetings 
and marches on 21 May. About 350 people took part in a march 
through the working-class districts of northern Essen that ended at 
noon. Shortly thereafter between 200 to 300 of the participants 
made their way to the city council chamber to offer public support 
for the bills of Communist councillors. They were denied permis-
sion to demonstrate because their action would interfere with 
traffic and this denial served as a transforming event, immediately 
escalating the protest as the unemployed resisted the order to dis-
perse and began throwing stones and bottles at advancing riot 

54 Ibid. 184-5· 
55 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Ausschreitungen im AnschluB an eine kom-

munistische Erwerbslosen-demonstration am 21. Mai 1931', 23 May 1931, HStAD, RD, 
17167, Tiitigkeiten der KPD und politische Zusammenstösse, 1931; Der PolPr Essen an RegPr 
Diisseldorf, 'Ernste Ausschreitungen nach einer kommunistische Kundgebung am 22. Mai 
1931 in Essen', 26 May 1931, HStAD, RD, 17167; Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 
'Kommunistische Ausschreitungen in Essen vom 8. Mai bis 6.Juni 1931', 8June 1931, 
HStAD, RD, 17168; Der PolPr Duisburg-Hambom an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Einschreiten 
gegen eine Erwerbslosendemonstration am 6.5.1931 in Hambom', 7 May 1931, HStAD, 
RD, 30648c; Der PolPr Duisburg-Hamborn an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Kommunistische 
Unruhen am 3.6.1931 in Duisburg-Hambom', 5]une 1931, HStAD, RD, 17188; Der PolPr
Duisburg-Hamborn an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Zusammenrottungen und Ausschreitungen 
kommunistischer Anhänger aus AnlaB der zweiten Notverordnung am 8. und 9.]uni 1931 
in Duisburg-Hamborn', 11 June 1931, HStAD, RD, 17188; Herlemann, Kommunalpolitilc, 
185. 56 Ibid. 186, 178. 
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police. Running battles between a growing number of unem-
ployed and riot police continued for another eight hours with 
Communists claiming that unemployed protesters had besieged 
and surrounded the city council chamber. By the end, 450 people 
had been arrested. In the following days the protest cycle 
expanded geographically and sectorally. Communists were well 
entrenched in the working-class sport movement in Essen, an 
important part of proletarian culture in the Ruhr, and the 
Communist-led Workers' Gymnastic and Sports League of Essen 
held a demonstration to protest its expulsion from the city's 
Committee for Youth Welfare. About 3,500 people turned out, 
1,,ooo of whom wore sports clothing. The majority of the demon-
strators, around 2,500 people, hung around after the march was 
over and began to plunder shops. Riot police drew their weapons 
and were able to prevent large-scale looting but they encountered 
serious resistance, especially in the areas just outside Segeroth. 
The Essen police department issued press releases on all of the 
incidents and sternly warned the public not to participate in 
unemployed gatherings. Including these two incidents there were 
ten instances of major unrest in Essen from 8 May to 4]une 1931 
involving at least 300 people each. At least three of the distur-
bances explicitly involved demands of the unemployed. On 3]une 
there were disturbances in nine areas of northern Essen involving 
hundreds of demonstrators each. Segeroth was an area of partic-
ularly intense activity against the Schupo. From 22 May to 8 June 
the police chief in Essen refused to issue permits for public 
demonstrations or open-air meetings to Communist organiza-
tions. His action probably explains why six of the incidents after 
22 May were so violent against the riot police. Patrol and riot 
police took this rash of defiant public action very seriously and 
began raiding centres of unrest at the first report of gatherings. 
The Schupo arrested 225 people during the first raid on 5]une and 
this tactic helped settle things down according to their reports. 
Another reason for the bitter fighting in Essen and Duisburg-
Hamborn was no doubt related to the fact that radical miners 
were laid off in January 1931 following an unsuccessful wildcat 
strike. Already committed militants when in a job, these activists 
were probably ready for a fight as their prospects for re-employ-
ment dimmed. In private meetings the local party leadership 
admitted that the uprisings had been unprompted and without 
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direction from above. Ruhr police chiefs reported that, after a 
year of almost incessant agitation and economic decline, the mood 
of the membership and the wider milieu was increasingly militant 
and that the party and its mass organizations, including the unem-
ployed councils, was experiencing high turnover rates which con-
tributed to weak party discipline. These militants belonged to the 
more spontaneous elements of the Communist movement who 
seldom joined organizations but responded to Communist calls 
for demonstrations and violent confrontations with the Schupo. 
The history of the Ruhr working class shows that syndicalist atti-
tudes and practices were common among miners and other 
workers; they seldom stayed in hierarchical organizations but pre-
ferred direct action and turned out to confront the state or 
employers when other forms of redress failed.57 The KPD's vol-
untarism and 'revolutionary impatience' held great appeal for 
these workers; its organizational preoccupations did not. 58 From 
the first week of May to the first week of June 1931, these radical-
ized unemployed engaged in bitter street fighting with riot police 
who were surprised by the level of coherence and resistance pro-
testers exhibited. Arrests, exhaustion, and sustained repression 
ended the Ruhr's second major collective protest cycle. 
The vanguard party and the unemployed councils had to live 

with a new contradiction: they finally had the militant movement 
they wanted but they were losing control of their base. Put 
another way, the political influence of the Communist-inspired 
unemployed workers' movement always exceeded its organiza-
tional boundaries. Unemployment was becoming endemic and 
there was no end in sight as a second wave of lay-offs began in 
July 1931. Continued government assaults on the unemployed 

57 K.laus Tenfelde, 'Linksradikale Strömungen in der Ruhrbergarbeiterschaft 1905 his 
1919', in Hans Mommsen and Ulrich Borsdorf (eds.), Glückauf,Kamaraden! Die Bergarbeiter 
und ihre Organisationenin Deutschland (Cologne, 1979), 199-223;]iirgen Tampke, The Ruhr and 
Revolution: The Revolutionary Movement in the Rhenish-Westphalian Industrial Region, 
(London, 1979); Dick Geary, 'The Ruhr: From Social Peace to Social Revolution', European 
History Quarterly, 10 (1980), 497-511. 
58 Anthony McElligott makes a similar point about the 'spontaneous' elements within 

the unemployed movement in Hamburg who remained beyond the control of the party 
hierarchy. See Anthony McElligott, 'Mobilising the Unemployed: The KPD and the 
Unemployed Workers' Movement in Hamburg-Altona during the Weimar Republic', in 
Evans and Geary (eds.), German Unemployed, 252. On the radicalism of rank-and-file Ruhr 
Communists see Weitz, German Communism, 149, 160-71.On the lack of ideological unifor-
mity as well as the 'disobedience' and 'selective obedience' of KPD locals throughout 
Germany see Mallmann, 'Milieu', 25-31, and id., Kommunisten, 154-64. 246-7,365-87. 
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standard of living only added fuel to the fire. When the RGO 
organized demonstrations in mid:July 1931 to mark another 
World Unemployment Day a short protest cycle emerged. The 
rallies in the Bochum region were peaceful and attracted about 
3,300 people, but confrontations occurred in Wanne-Eickel 
(where all militant demonstrations were banned because of public 
disturbances in early June during a city council meeting), in 
Essen's Segeroth, and in Gelsenkirchen. The violence in the last 
two central Ruhr cities took the form of organized street fighting 
which lasted for days, a development which worried police 
authorities. 59 The Essen police chief acknowledged that 'the desire 
to fight among the masses of the KPD has risen in the last days to 
a fever pitch. The masses barely allow themselves to be led, espe-
cially in the Ruhr. The masses want to strike out now under all 
circumstances .... the movement is on a razor's edge here in the 
Ruhr insofar as the leaders who have been whipping up the 
masses for a long time can now hardly contain them. '60 

Plans announced by the Prussian Interior and Finance 
Ministers to lower the rates for welfare payments by 12 per cent 
on 1 November 1931 from the levels of1july 1930 triggered a third 
major protest cycle of these radicalized unemployed from mid-
October to late December. As a prelude, in mid-September large 
groups of demonstrators protested against the actions ofBochum's 
mayor in reducing welfare rates and the city council restored the 
cuts.61 In October 1931 Essen experienced politically inspired col-
lective protest by the unemployed who expanded their repertoire 
of action in response to the cut in welfare rates. Numerous inci-
dents occurred on 13 October in Essen-Borbeck in which partic-
ipants broke windows in grocery stores and the district court 
house. Seventy-three people were arrested. Rioting went on for 
days and local authorities banned unemployed rallies in the centre 
of Essen and Essen-Borbeck. As darkness fell on 20 October patrol 
and riot police arrested hundreds of people who had gathered in 
the city centre, but hundreds more began throwing stones and 
shooting at the riot police. The Essen police chief believed it was 

59 Der PolPr Bochum an RegPr Arnsberg, 'WelteiWerbslosentag der RGO-Abteilung 
EIWerbslose am 15.7.31', 18july 1931, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57 and Der PolPr Bochum an 
RegPr Diisseldorf, 'EIWerbslosen-Demonstrationen am 14. und 15.Juli in Essen', 1 Aug. 
1931, HStAD, RD, 30648c. 

60 Report of the Landeskriminalpolizei in Essen, 16july 1931, HStAD, RD, 17149.
61 Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 186. 
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an ominous sign that the protest constituency had expanded sig-
nificantly since the men arrested had no record of any previous 
political activity. Food plundering continued at the K.rupp retail 
store in Essen-Borbeck and a workers' co-op store.62 Resistance to 
the riot police was stiff and people demonstrated despite a police 
ban on outdoor rallies. Many of the participants were becoming 
politically active for the first time. The Essen police chief noted 
that the activist base of these collective actions were males 
between the ages of 20 and 45 who lived in the Ruhr's compact 
mining colonies and communities or its crowded urban working-
class quarters and had been out of work for six months or more.63 

They were the most enthusiastic protesters and the most eager to 
combat all elements of the Schupo and defy political authorities 
when the opportunity arose. Most were previously unorganized.64 

The District President in Dtisseldorf noted in a report to the 
Prussian Interior Ministry that the proposed 12 per cent cut in 
benefits would not guarantee the necessities of life (rent, lighting, 
heating, clothing, and food) as the government claimed. The cut 
would create further hardships that he did not think were accept-
able in view of the political situation in the Ruhr. He linked fierce 
demonstrations on 31 October in Wehofen and grocery shop 
plunderings in Duisburg-Hambom, Moers, and Duisburg-
Meiderich throughout November 1931 directly to the cut in 
welfare rates. 65 He could have linked them to the repertoire of 
collective action miners and other workers had developed during 
and after the First World War to ease their suffering and that of 
their families, 66 and to the second wave of mass lay-offs that was 
placing more and more jobless and anxious proletarians onto the 

62 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Politische Ausschreitungen bei Erwerbslosen-
Demonstration am 13. Oktober 1931 in Essen', 16 Oct. 1931, HStAD, RD, 17172; Der PolPr 
Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Kommunistische Ausschreitungen am 20. Oktober 1931 in 
Essen', 22 Oct. 1931, HStAD, RD, 17172. 

63 Der PolPr Essen, an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Politische Ausschreitungen bei Erwerbslosen-
Demonstrationen am 13. Oktober 1931 in Essen', 16 Oct. 1931, HStAD, RD, 17172. 

64 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Kommunistische Ausschreitungen am 20. 
Oktober 1931 in Essen,' 22 Oct. 1931, HStAD, RD, 17172. 

65 Der RegPr Diisseldorfan Oberbiirgermeister des Bezirks, 'Wohlfahrtsrichtsatze', 8 
Oct. 1931, HStAD, RD, 30648c; Der RegPr Diisseldorfan Minister des Innern in Berlin 
und den OberPr Koblenz, 'Unruhen infolge Herabsetzung der Wohlfahrtsrichtsatze', 14 
Nov. 1931, HStAD, RD, 30648c. 
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1914-1924 (Munich, 1993), esp. 225-40, 243, 319. The repertoire included public assemblies, 
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cold and crowded streets of the Ruhr. The third cycle of protest 
subsided in early December as Communists mobilized local 
resources in an effort to extend the protest cycle on the occasion 
of a national day of protest and as authorities, worried about the 
spread of Communist influence among the Ruhr unemployed, 
took vigorous steps to contain its public expression. 

At the end of 1931 Communists mounted their annual cam-
paign for increased winter relief and the KPD and RGO called 
for a National Unemployed Day on 15 December. Wanting to 
keep local governments from succumbing to the effects of mass 
public pressure and fearing disruption of public order during and 
after this day of public protest and the intensification of the cycle 
of protest over the winter, a time when physical hardship for the 
jobless would only increase, Chancellor Briining's government 
issued an emergency decree that banned all public meetings and 
marches from early December 1931 to 3 January 1932. Since 
Communists had spent a great deal of time and energy preparing 
the nationwide rallies on 15 December, the police chiefs in the 
Ruhr expected that the ban would not prevent spontaneous 
demonstrations in individuallocalities.67 In fact, the ban fomented 
greater volatility for a time and gave rise to dozens oflocal collec-
tive actions across the Ruhr over several weeks. There were large 
mass demonstrations in several locations but the assiduous 
enforcement of the ban, the blatant illegality of all collective 
actions, the inclement weather, and the severity of riot police inter-
vention forestalled larger demonstrations. After great exertions the 
riot police contained and ended the third cycle of collective action 
but they noted that the call to demonstrate was hardly ignored by 
unemployed workers and that they were now confronting the 
KPD's radicalized unemployed base.68 This pattern of protest was 
becoming common in the Ruhr: a trigger event like a cut in 
welfare or other support led to a demonstration or protest whose 
suppression or banning initiated a rising cycle of protest that 
spread geographically and sectorally and included a surge in spon-
taneous and improvised actions, a radicalization of protesters, and 
the disruption of the normative order by transgressing any limits 

67 Der Po!Pr Bochum an RegPr Munster, 11 Dec. 1931, StAM, RM, VII, 1, 2. 
68 Der RegPr Diisseldorf an OberPr Koblenz, 'Verlauf des kommunistischen 

Reichserwerbslosentages am 15.12.1931',HStAD, RD, 30670, Kommunistische Demonstrationm, 
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Recklinghausen police in StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58. 



Unemployed Protest in the Ruhr 

to demonstrations. What was new was the disruption of the nor-
mative order by means of mass plundering of shops for food and 
goods brought about by economic immiseration. Once again a 
combination of exhaustion, miserable weather, and relentless 
police repression ended the Ruhr's third major collective protest 
cycle that began in late October. 

There were some intense, if sporadic, protests by unemployed 
workers in early 1932 whenever support payments were 
modified. 69 In May 1932, massive protest erupted in Essen after 
the city took measures to reduce its expenditures and cut support 
for some unemployed. On 2 May Essen ended its programme of 
work relief because of mounting indebtedness. About 4,ooo unem-
ployed were affected. They were earning around 100 RM a 
month, which was better than the relief payments they would have 
been getting and now started to receive. An additional 3,500 com-
pulsory labourers were also suspended and they lost their small 
bonuses for working. Ending these programmes caused those 
directly affected to become agitated and a small clash with patrol 
officers occurred on 2 May. Things got more serious on 3 May 
when 500 people gathered in the evening in the northern working-
class districts and began yelling 'Hunger' and 'Red Front' as they 
marched down the street. As the patrol officers tried to disperse 
the crowd, the people threatened the police officers and showered 
them with rocks. Only by calling in the Schupo mobile riot squad as 
reinforcements did police finally succeed in clearing the streets. 
The next day the laid-off relief and compulsory workers staged. 
spontaneous demonstrations in Essen-Kray, another solidly 
working-class mining district of eastern Essen. Patrol officers had 
to fire warning shots to disperse the crowds. 70 These conflicts were 
the beginning of a fourth cycle of protest involving relief workers 
at its core that lasted longer than previous cycles and included the 
formation of a Central Fighting Committee (ZKA). Appreciable 
tension was building during the first ten days of May as clerks in 
branches of the municipal welfare office were threatened and 
bullied by unemployed workers. On 10 May a serious confronta-
tion occurred at the main welfare office in Essen which required 

69 See e.g. police reports in StAM, RM, VII, 1, 3, Erwerbslosenbewegung, 1931-32. 
70 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Störungen der offentlichen Ordnung aus 
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the use of the mobile riot squad again. The building was com-
pletely filled with workers and demonstrators and the main 
entrances were besieged. As the Schupo riot police tried to enter 
offices filled with infuriated demonstrators, they were attacked by 
the people waiting. Benches in the hall were broken apart and the 
pieces used as weapons against the riot police. Doors and windows 
were broken and five police officers were beaten. Their injuries 
were not serious but it took the riot squad about an hour to clear 
the building. Communists organized an impromptu march from 
the various districts of Essen into the city centre to hold a rally to 
protest against the city's decision to cut its programmes for the 
unemployed. People began marching in the early afternoon and 
around 5 p.m. in the evening about 3,500 people gathered in the 
Republikplatz. Some were dismissed relief workers while others 
were members of Essen's Communist street cells and their wider 
milieu. Mter hearing a couple of speeches the angry crowd 
marched around the city centre, assaulted riot police when it 
reached Ehrenzellerplatz, causing the police to discharge their 
weapons and attack the crowd with nightsticks. In response, the 
riot police were fired on from the crowd and from houses in the 
vicinity. About 500 demonstrators regrouped in Segeroth and 
began taunting the arriving riot police. When riot police tried to 
contain the crowd they were met by rocks thrown from the crowd 
in front of them, from people behind them, and from houses above 
them. The police then fired into the crowd, wounding four people. 
The crowd dispersed around 10 p.m., three hours after the first 
disturbance occurred. In the end, twenty-one people were arrested. 
The riot police were certain that the final battle of the evening was 
an organized attack but they were nevertheless astounded by the 
fury of the unemployed, 'a spirit of resistance and aggression which 
has not been seen for a long time' and which was due in large 
measure to Communist activism71 and the quick formation of the 
ZKA. Militant protest wrested concessions from the authorities in 
the form of pay restitution for dismissed workers, a reversal in 
the proposed benefit cuts, and food vouchers. 72 The protest 
cycle spread to Hamborn, Dortmund, and Herringen which also 

71 Der Po!Pr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Ernstere Ausschreitungen kommunistischer 
Demonstranten am 10. Mai 1932 in Essen', 11 May 1932, HStAD, RD, 17179· 
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experienced fierce protests by the unemployed and relief workers 
in May. In Heme the KPD gathered thousands of signatures on a 
petition opposing benefit cuts in late May and around 1,ooo unem-
ployed demonstrated at the mayor's office and city council 
chamber on 2 June after the first reduced payments were made. 
Police chiefs related the surge in Communist activism among the 
unemployed to Communist agitation for the Reichstag elections 
in July.73 Mter a short lull the fourth protest cycle picked up in 
mid-June when 560 relief workers went on a one-day strike in 
Recklinghausen to protest against a 15 per cent cut in their support 
rates ordered by Chancellor von Papen's latest emergency 
decree.74 Between 500 and 2,160 compulsory workers in Gelsen-
kirchen struck for several days in late June for the same reason. 
They demonstrated outside the mayor's office and council 
chamber on 23 June.75In their reports to superiors, police chiefs 
conceded that the RGO was now very influential with the jobless 
who were angry and mobilized. They also noted that the socialists 
were starting to look for ways to integrate the unemployed into the 
trade unions to counter the RGO's rising influence and its ability 
to mobilize the unemployed for public protests. 76 

Changes in the way state agencies treated the unemployed 
coupled with mass lay-offs in the private sector created a militant 
mood that facilitated Communist mobilization of unemployed 
workers. The unemployed who lost their relief work or had 
support cut had probably been out of work for over a year at least. 
They were the long-term unemployed for the most part and the 
object of their anger rose to a large degree out of the situation of 

73 Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 186. 
74 Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, 'Streik der Wohlfahrtsarbeiter', 16 
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long-term unemployment itsel( Even small adjustments in support 
or changes in requirements for the unemployed who were already 
on the margins of society materially and psychologically released 
a pent-up frustration and anger whose object was only indirectly 
the capitalist system, a somewhat abstract target; its direct object 
was the bearers of state power who could be directly influenced in 
their decisions by mass pressure. Rioting in front of closed 
company gates would not get people their jobs back but severe 
civil disorder would get the attention of those responsible for 
public order and put pressure on them to find more acceptable 
solutions. The protests in May andjune were remarkable not only 
for their numbers but for the tenacity of the crowds and the esca
lation of violence. For those whom welfare authorities forced to 
work in order to receive benefits, it was a bitter experience when 
those meagre benefits were cut. Communists had their greatest 
success in organizing the long-term welfare unemployed, precisely 
those people the social psychologists who wrote Marienthal pre
dicted would be the most psychologically broken and politically 
apathetic. Instead, these unemployed were the activist core of the 
movement and their militancy subverted the four-phase temporal 
model ('unbroken', 'resigned', 'broken', 'apathetic') suggested by 
the authors of the Marienthal study in which the experience of 
long-term unemployment led the jobless inexorably to 'broken' 
or 'apathetic' states of mind, paralysing any effective political 
response by the unemployed to their condition. The long-term 
unemployed in the Ruhr disrupted this and other teleological 
models of unemployed experience. 77 

June 1932 brought the von Papen emergency decree which cut 
unemployment support levels and a Prussian decree which 
revoked poor tenants' exemption from the rent-tax. Their com
bined effects caused 'a mass storm on the welfare bureaus during 
the whole of July', 78 because the Prussian government raised 

77 Marie Jahoda, Paul Lazarsfeld, and Hans Zeise!, Die Arbeitslosen von MarienthaL· Ein 
soziographischer Versuch iiber die Wirkung langdauerukr Arbeitslosigkeit (Bonn, 1960; 1st edn. 1933). 
In P. Eisenberg and P. Lazarsfeld, 'The Psychological Effects of Unemployment', 
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housing costs for the unemployed poor at the same time as the 
national government cut their benefits. Both government actions 
occurred right before the crucial parliamentary election of July 
1932. A protest in the north-eastern Ruhr mining town of Ahlen 
on 8 July that demanded city officials not enforce the new cuts 
and instead provide more coal and potatoes to the welfare unem-
ployed involved around 1 ,ooo protesters and showed how the 
protest cycle was widening. Wives of unemployed workers played 
a prominent role in the demonstrations and protracted resistance 
to the riot police. What is also remarkable is that a lengthy speech 
by a Communist calling for the demonstration and explaining its 
goals had occurred the evening before at an SPD-sponsored 
public meeting, showing that at the grass-roots level at least a 
common left-wing milieu still functioned in parts of the Ruhr. 79 

This should not be surprising. Klaus-Michael Mallmann and 
other historians have argued forcefully that Social Democrats and 
Communists at the local level shared a common 'socialist' milieu, 
'associational network', and 'public sphere' that facilitated ex-
changes and critiques based on a common Marxist-socialist 
heritage with many shared symbols, songs, and texts. While there 
is no evidence that workers held formal dual-party memberships, 
a common milieu facilitated the quite noticeable shifting of alle-
giances and votes between supporters of the Social Democratic 
and Communist parties in the Ruhr and elsewhere during the 
Weimar Republic. The relationship between local Communists 
and Social Democrats, especially when they were unemployed, 
was not predetermined by party leaders and could assume a 
number of different forms from cooperation to hostility depending 
on the local history of the labour movement and the parties and 
their milieux.80 In the wake of large protest demonstrations from 

79 Der 1. Biirgermeister [Ahlen] als Ortspolizeibehorde an den PolPr Recklinghausen, 
'Erwerbslosenunruhen in Ahlen/Westf. Am 8.7.1932', 9]uly 1932, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 
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man die heute hinsetzen soll': Faschismus-Eifahrungen im Ruhrgebiet (Bonn, 1983), 31-65; and 
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May to September, welfare officials in Dortmund, Hagen, and 
other large Ruhr cities restored eligibility and benefits to unem-
ployed workers on welfare.81 Individual protests ended when relief 
workers and welfare unemployed wrung concessions from local 
governments. The police chief in Bochum, as head of the regional 
police force's Intelligence-Gathering Office, noted to his superiors 
that the poor organizational and financial state of the RGO 
should not deceive anyone: it had substantial and strong support 
among the unemployed, most of whom could not afford to be 
dues-paying members of the RGO or affiliated organizations of 
the unemployed. He also noted that the RGO had a significant 
number of sympathizers among employed workers, even if these 
workers were members of the socialist or Christian unions. 82 The 
RGO's influence extended well beyond its organizational bound-
aries and local Communists attributed their success at the polls in 
July and November 1932 to a broad and lively extra-parliamen-
tary mass mobilization which included the protest and public col-
lective activism of unemployed workers.83 

Communist efforts to propagate unemployed militancy, coupled 
with the inability of Ruhr cities to pay unemployed benefits in 
timely fashion and the success of unemployed protests at the local 

M. Zimmermann, Schachtanlage und Zechenkolonie: Leben, Arbeit und Politik in einer Arbeitersiedlung, 
I88o-I98o (Essen, 1987), 64-73,152-6. For examples oflarge numbers of proletarian voters 
within a socialist milieu shifting electoral allegiances between Social Democratic and 
Communist parties in the Ruhr's major cities (Dortmund, Essen, and Gelsenkirchen) see 
H. Graf, Die Entwicklung der Wahlen und politischen Parteien in Groß-Dortmund (Hanover, 1958), 
28-34; Herbert Kühr,Parteien und Wahlen im Stadt-und Landkreis Essen: Unter besonderer 
Berücksichtigung des Verhiiltnisses von Sozialstruktur und politischen Wahlen (Dusseldorf, 1973), 255, 
295-6; and Stefan Goch, So:daldemokratische Arbeiterbewegung und Arbeiterkultur im Ruhrgebiet· 
Eine Untersuchung am Beispiel Gelsenkirchen I848-I975 (Dusseldorf, 1990), 340-51. 

81 The National Office for Labour Exchanges and Unemployment Insurance com-
plained in an official report that Dortmund, Hagen, and other Ruhr communities suc-
cumbed to public pressure by the unemployed in the form of demonstrations, protests, 
and remonstrances outside municipal welfare offices. See its Oct. 1932 report to the 
German Labour Minister: Prüfungsdienst bei der Hauptstelle der Reichsanstalt ftir 
Arbeitsvermitdung und Arbeitslosenversicherung, 'Gutachten überdie Durchftihrung der 
Hilfsbedurftigkeitspriifung in der Arbeitslosenversicherung und Krisenftirsorge durch die 
Gemeinden', Berlin, Oct. 1932,45-59, StAM, Oberprlisidium Munster, 6474, Krisenflirsorge 
(Woh!fahrtserwerbslosen). 
82 Der PolPrBochum an OberPr Munster, 'RGO', 3ojuly 1932; Der PolPr Reckling-

hausen an RegPr Munster, 'Durchftihrung der Illegalitiit der RGO', 5 Aug. 1932; 
Der PolPrBochum an OberPr Munster, 'RGO', 12 Aug. 1932. All are in StAM, RM, VII, 

I, 3.
83 Kurt Klotzbach, Gegen den Nationalsozialismus: Widerstand und Verfolgung in Dortmund, 

1930-1945.Eine historisch-politische Studie (Hanover, 1969), 79, 81. 
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level, resulted in a continuation of the fourth cycle of unemployed 
protests until December 1932. Mining communities in the northern 
Ruhr spawned angry crowds of jobless people who responded with 
public protests to the news that their full allowance would not be 
paid to them on time. A serious outbreak of collective violence 
occurred in Marl on 2 September, involving hundreds of protesters 
at welfare offices and city council chambers. Police reserves from 
the heavily armed Recklinghausen riot squad appeared but order 
was restored once the mayor negotiated with the representatives 
of the unemployed and promised to take all necessary steps to get 
the rest of their money to them as soon as possible.84 To pick a 
few more instances, hundreds of unemployed protested and battled 
with riot police in the northern Ruhr mining town of Oer-
Erkenschwick on 7 September, in the central mining town of 
Wattenscheid on 14 October, outside mayors' offices and council 
chambers in Bochum, Essen, and Dortmund in late November 
and early December, and in the central Ruhr mining town of 
Herten on 3 and 5 December for similar reasons. 85 In early 
December 1932 police chiefs did not dispute an internal RGO 
report that claimed the union initiated eighty-three relief-worker 
strikes in that month. 86 Communists in Dortmund and elsewhere 
in the Ruhr at the end of 1932 saw themselves as 'self-confident 
and successful leaders of hunger demonstrations'.87 With all the 
cuts in support that had been made over the last eighteen months, 
and with municipal finances in complete disarray, unemployed 
workers watched closely for any signs that they would suffer further 
deprivation and reacted sharply. The very system of frequent small 
payments, that is, making the unemployed appear at the welfare 
office two, three, or four times a week to receive partial payments 
that were near or below subsistence levels, probably did more to 
mobilize the unemployed for confrontation and direct political 
action than anything else. They were forced to congregate a couple 

84 Gelsenkirchener Zeitung, no. 244, 3 Sept. I932; Buersche Zeitung, no. 243, 3 Sept. 1932.
85 Der KreisauschuB des Landkreises Recklinghausen, 'Unruhen in Oer-Erkenschwick', 

7 Sept. I932, StAM, RM, I, 4, Erwerbslosenbewegung, 1932-33; Recldinghiiuser Vol/cszeitung, 7 
Sept. I932; Landeskriminalpolizeistelle [Bochum] an RegPr Arnsberg, 'Erwerbslosen-
demonstrationen in Wattenscheid', 15 Oct. I932, in StAM, PPB, NSS no. 57; Der 
Biirgermeister Herten an Landrat Recklinghausen, 'Demonstrationen von Fiirsorge-
empfängern', 5 Dec. I932, StAM, RM, I, 4; Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 187.

86 Der PolPr Bochum an OberPr Miinster, 'Kampfbund gegen den Faschismus', 3 Dec. 
I932, StAM, RM, VII, 66, 2, Einschreiten gegen die Antifaschistischen Organisationen, Mai 1932 
his Dezember 1932. 87 Klotzbach, Gegen den Nationalso;:ialismus, 8o. 
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of times a week only to be told that they would have to return later 
for the rest of their money. When they went to pick up their 
money, they never knew how much they would get. The authori-
ties got them on their feet, out of the house, onto the street, report-
ing for the dole, and then sent them away with maybe enough 
money to sustain them and their families for a few more days. This 
procedure brought the unemployed together frequently and gave 
them an immediate object for discontent on which the Communist 
milieu could easily build. The grievances were genuine and the 
confidence of the unemployed in the ability of the system to pay 
them what they needed to live was eroding. By late 1932 some of 
the poorest unemployed in the Ruhr, the long-term unemployed 
on municipal relief, were willing to battle the riot police for the few 
Marks that they felt they were entitled to have. The Prussian 
Interior Minister issued a decree at the end of 1932 that was 
designed to make organizing unemployed workers at labour 
exchanges and welfare offices less easy for Communist activists. He 
proposed increasing the number of local payment and reporting 
offices and reducing the number of reporting days in big cities. The 
Prussian government planned to institute structural changes that 
would create a 'as large a ... dispersal of the masses of unem-
ployed on payment and reporting days as possible' to counteract 
increasingly successful Communist organization and agitation 
among jobless workers. 88 

Conclusion 

Despite almost endless exhortations from the national and 
regional KPD and RGO leadership for local cadres to build the 
unemployed movement, the organization and protest of the 
unemployed developed unevenly and cyclically in the Ruhr. In 
this regard it shared many characteristics with unemployed move-
ments in industrial countries around the world during the Great 
Depression. Most historians, sociologists, psychologists, and 
activists attributed the causes of this phenomenon to the emo-
tional instability and volatility of the unemployed, whose psych-
ology, while generally depressed, also allowed bursts of visceral 

88 Cited in 'Erwerbsloscnversammlungen vor den Arbcitsamtern', Arbeit und Beruj, 
Ausgabe A, 12/6 (1933), 95. A copy of the Prussian Interior Minister's directive is in 
HStAD, RD, 30648b. 
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anger. What is remarkable is that in almost all cases there is only 
one explanation for unemployed passivity or activism: the pre-
sumed emotional instability of the unemployed. These explana-
tions do not allow historians to see various strategies and 
adaptations of unemployed workers (including theft) as rational 
or logical responses to extremely hard, if not life-threatening, cir-
cumstances. In the case of organizational involvement, the unem-
ployed may epitomize the free-rider problem: there was no need 
to join an organization formally, be required to pay dues with 
money they did not have, and be subjected to organizational dis-
cipline when the benefits of participating in public demonstra-
tions, protests, and collective actions did not require belonging 
to an unemployed council or RGO group. The unemployed 
behaved quite rationally: individuals could easily be in touch with 
a council or group since nearly every labour exchange and welfare 
office had one, find out about a collective action, and join it if 
inclined to do so. Membership was not the only way to show 
support, 89 especially for the majority of Ruhr workers and miners 
who shunned formal political and economic organization in good 
times. 

The KPD and RGO were keenly aware of the uneven develop-
ment of the unemployed movement in the Ruhr but were seldom 
able to combat it. Progress made in organization and membership 
in Recklinghausen or Essen was lost in Dortmund and Duisburg 
and the movement experienced surges in growth and collective 
action, as in late 1930 in the wake of major lay-offs, followed by 
periods of collapse, as in early 1931after a failed wildcat miners' 
strike, followed by periods of resurgence, as in May and June 
1931.90Temporally, the movement and collective actions usually 
grew within months of major lay-offs and after major membership 
campaigns, around the time of benefit cuts or changes, and during 

89 The findings of recent social movement research support this contention. See Mark 
Traugott {ed.), Repertoires and Cycles of CollectiveAction {Durham, NC, 1995); S. M. Buechler, 
'Beyond Resource Mobilization? Emerging Trends in Social Movement Theory' and D. 
McAdam, 'The Political Process Model', in Steven M. Buechler and F. Kurt Cylke,Jr. 
(eds.), Social Movements: Perspectives and Issues (Mountain View, Calif., 1997). 

90 Der PolPr Recklinghausen an RegPr Munster, 'Weitere Bericht über den 
Kampfbund gegen den Faschismus, die Betriebswehren und Erwerbslosenstaffeln', 15 Dec. 
1930; Der PolPr Bochum an OberPr Munster, 'Entwicklung der kommunistischen 
Erwerbslosenstaffeln und der roten Betriebswehren', 13 Jan. 1931; Bezirkskomitee der 
RGO, 'Sturmplan der RGO', n.d. (probably early spring 1931). All are in StAM, RM, 
VII, I, I. 
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the feverish campaigning that accompanied election cycles.91 

Geographically, growth and decline in the movement and in 
protest depended on the situation of local labour markets and 
industries, firms' use of short-time, the depth and resources of a 
Communist milieu, the quality of local cadres, organizational sta-
bility, and the actions of authorities among other factors. Sectorally, 
protest usually spread from the mining to the non-mining working 
classes, from young men to older men and women, from previously 
organized to previously unorganized workers. What is noteworthy 
is that places of major unemployed unrest in the 1930s were places 
where left-wing milieux had emerged during and after the First 
World War: the mining districts where unions had made only 
recent gains (Dortmund Ill, Recklinghausen West and East, 
Gelsenkirchen, and Duisburg) and in Hamborn, Buer, Herne, and 
Gelsenkirchen as well as Dinslaken, Herten, Horst, Sodingen, and 
Castrop.92 The left-wing milieux that emerged in these regions 
under the pressures of employer paternalism, war, revolution, 
repression, and rationalization often provided support networks for 
unemployed workers there. 

On occasion the Communist base and the even broader unem-
ployed constituency of the KPD and RGO showed a militancy 
and spontaneity which smprised and often alarmed the party's and 
union's regional leadership. The jobless often saw reductions in 
entitlements and benefits as provocations and reacted strongly, as 
in Dinslaken in October 1930 (soon after the fervent campaigning 
and mobilization for parliamentary elections had ended), and in 
Essen in May 1931 and May 1932 (in reaction to news about 
upcoming emergency decrees) and they needed very little prodding 
to attack the government at the dole office, the labour exchange, 
the mayor's office, or city council chamber in such situations. Such 
'spontaneous' insurgencies and their repertoire of collective action 

91 Charles Tilly found that 'social movements parallel and feed on electoral politics, 
precisely because they signal the presence of mass support--and even potential votes-
for programs that lack strong voices in existing legislatures'. Charles Tilly, 'Contentious 
Repertoires in Great Britain, 1758-1834', in Traugott (ed.), Repertoires, 37.

92 See esp. Erhard Lucas, Zwei Formen von Radikalismusin der deutschen Arbeiterbewegung 
(Frankfurt, 1976); Tampke, The Ruhr and Revolution; and Hartewig, Das unberechenbare 
Jahrzehnt. On the heavy industrial capitalist development of the Ruhr, its dialectical rela-
tionship with the geology and topography of the region, and its social production of space 
see Alex Zukas, 'From Farmsteads to Slag Heaps: The Restless Ecoscape of the Ruhr 
Valley of Germany, 183o-1930', in Gary Backhaus and John Murungi (eds.), Ecoscapes: 
Geographical Patternings ofRelations (Lanham, Md., 2006), 139-64.
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recalled miners' protests, marches, and 'consumer uprisings' from 
1916 to 1924 documented and analysed by Karin Hartewig and the 
'wildcat' insurrections of the revolutionary period documented and 
analysed by Larry Peterson. 93 While a majority of unemployed 
likely never joined a protest, the Ruhr unemployed who did protest 
from 1930 to 1933 continued the history of proletarian insurgency 
and activism that reached back decades and found resonance in 
the experience, world-view, and collective action of wide sections 
of the Ruhr working class. In keeping with the course of earlier 
wildcat strikes and insurrections that overtook the cautious leaders 
of organized socialist and Catholic workers and which involved 
crucially large numbers of unorganized workers, the political 
influence of the Communists outstripped their organizing ability 
and by late 1930 many unemployed in the Ruhr were angry, impa-
tient, and often took spontaneous action. Major success came in 
the second half of 1932, at the start of Communist mass mobiliza-
tion of its supporters for the last election cycle in the Weimar 
Republic, when municipal authorities negotiated with unemployed 
demonstrators and their representatives to pay benefits on time 
and when welfare officials in many large Ruhr cities restored eli-
gibility and benefits to unemployed workers on welfare in the wake 
of major demonstrations. 

Evidence from the recurrent collective protest of the Ruhr 
unemployed, especially their timing around the announcement of 
the emergency decrees, undermines Heidrun Homburg's general 
conclusion concerning 'the admirable patience, calm and disci-
pline with which the population and the unemployed accepted 
the drastic government measures between mid-1930 andJanuary 
1933'.94 While there are few detailed studies oflocal unemployed 
protest in Germany during the Great Depression, the majority of 
studies regarding Communist unemployed movements conclude 
that unemployed protest was a failure and that the unemployed 
movement was dead in Germany by the end of 1932.95 In that 

93 Hartewig, Das unberechenbare Jahrzehnt, 215-83; Larry Peterson, German Communism, 
Workers' Protest, and Labor Unions: The Politics of the United Front in Rhineland-Westphalia, 192o-
1924 (Dordrecht, 1993), 61-g, 94-125, 160, 171-209, 266-88. 

94 Heidrun Homburg, 'From Unemployment Insurance to Compulsory Labour: The 
Transformation of the Benefit System in Germany, 1927-1933', in Evans and Geary (eds.), 
German Unemployed, 103. 

95 Richard Croucher summarized this literature well. See Richard Croucher, 
'Communist Unemployed Organisations between the World Wars: International Patterns 
and Problems', Archiv.fiir Sozialgeschichte, 30 (1990), 584-g8, esp. 594-5. 
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regard, the movement and protest of unemployed workers in the 
Ruhr may be exceptional since the Ruhr unemployed movement 
was going strong and enjoyed success in the last half of 1932, 
although as the response to the Prussian decree of late 1932 indi-
cates, at least in Prussia unemployed movements and protests 
were not dead. There could be a number of reasons for its excep-
tionality beyond methodological ones.96 The Ruhr was more pro-
letarian than any other region in Germany; it was also more 
youthful and more masculine; it was one of the two regions 
hardest hit by unemployment;97 miners had developed a reper-
toire of wildcat strikes and independent direct actions to address 
difficulties encountered in the workplace or the political sphere; 
the moderating influence of Social Democracy and trade union-
ism was relatively weak in the Ruhr. Unemployed miners initiated 
protest cycles because of ties and milieu they had formed at their 
workplaces and in their communities, their anti-authoritarian atti-
tudes and experience with self-organization on the job, their 
well-developed collective protest repertoire, their long-term 
unemployment, and the resonance that an activist and militant 
political party found among them. Many of these factors were not 
present in other regions or in the same combination. Once 
started, the cycle of unemployed protest expanded through left-
wing milieux to other Ruhr workers and, rather than waning, the 
militancy of unemployed crowds increased from protest cycle to 
protest cycle. 

During the Great Depression the first three unemployed protest 
cycles peaked in the Ruhr in November and December 1930, May 
andJune 1931, November and December 1931; the fourth long 
cycle (May to December 1932) produced several peaks. Many of 
these collective protest cycles began as a result of national emer-
gency decrees while others had more local causes because cities 
cut or revoked benefits or could not pay full relief benefits on time. 
Still other collective actions began as relief workers' strikes. In 
most of these cases it was the long-term unemployed on poor relief 
in particular who resisted further immiseration. Using a steward 

96 See the abbreviated critique of the major studies in this essay's introduction and notes 
3, 5, and 6. 

97 O.Most, Die Finanzlage der Ruhrgebietstädte: Tatsachen und ursächliche Zusammenhänge (Jena,
1932); K. Werner, Die deutschen Wirtscha.fisgebiete in der Krise: Statistische Studie zur regionale ver-
gleichenden Konjunkturforschung (Jena, 1932); Dr Riibel, 'Zur Struktur der Dortmunder 
Bevolkerung und Wirtschaft', 31 Mar. 1933, StaDo, Fa 83. 
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system and organizing at the levels of the neighbourhood and dole 
office, Communists tapped into the pre-existing community ties 
and working-class networks (milieux) to mobilize the unemployed 
for street protests. Police chiefs noted that the KPD intensively 
worked the Ruhr's proletarian milieux with handbills and 
speeches, lead articles in its daily press, political 'graffiti' on the 
sides of houses, congresses, and street agitators who discussed pol-
itics in backyards and alleys of working-class neighbourhoods.98 

Although the KPD was an organization with 'a vested interest in 
contentious collective action' since protest was one of its major 
political resources, in internal memos the Ruhr Communist Party 
constantly criticized the unemployed movement's lack of formal 
organizational stability. The party's organizational fetish blinded 
it to the deep informal networks provided by Communist and 
working-class milieux that mobilized the unemployed to protest 
against their ever-worsening condition. 99 That blindness is seen in 
the complaint by the leader of the regional unemployed council 
injuly 1932 that the party and the RGO had more unemployed 
members than the unemployed movement, as if somehow that fact 
was a barrier to mobilizing unemployed workers for successful 
protest. 100 What he was probably lamenting was the fact that 
rather than the unemployed movement building the party's base, 

98 For examples of Communist community organizing and propaganda efforts in the 
Ruhr see Herlemann, Kommunalpolitik, 175-82 and Kiihr, Parteien und Wahlen, 195, 273, 275, 
277, 283, 286, 292-3; Der RegPr Diisseldorf an OberPr Koblenz, 'Bericht der 
Bezirksleitung Ruhrgebiet der KPD an den Parteitag', 5]uly 1930, HStAD, RD, 30657d; 
'Unsere Anweisungen zum Aufbau und zur Arbeit der Erwerbslosenstaffeln', n.d., attached 
to Der PolPr Bochum an OberPr Miinster, 'Kommunistische Anweisungen zum Aufbau 
der Erwerbslosenstaffeln', 2 Oct. 1930, StAM, PPB, no. 58; 'Richtlinien iiber die 
Organisierung der Erwerbslosenbewegung, der Erwerbslosen-AusschiiBe und ihrer 
Hilfsorgane', n.d., attached to Bochum police report of 29 Oct. 1931, ST AM, PPB, no. 58; 
'Kommunistische Erwerbslosenbewegung', PolPr Gelsenkirchen an PolPr Recklinghausen, 
8 Sept. 1932, StAM, RM, VII, 1, 4.

99 See e.g. 'Richtlinien ftir die Arbeit unter denJugend-Erwerbslosen', n.d. (Sept.-
Oct. 1930, attached to Der PolPr Bochum an OberPr Westfalen, 'ErwerbsloseJugend', 18 
Oct. 1930, StAM, PPB, NSS no. 58; 'Disposition für den 1. Fraktionstag der Erwerbslosen 
im U. B.-MaBstabe: BeschluB der UB Delegierten-Konferenz', n.d. [early 1932], HStAD, 
RD, 3064Bc; 'EntschlieBung der Plenar-B.L. des Bezirks Ruhrgebiet zu den Ergebnissen 
der Reichstagswahl am 6. November 1932', HStAD, RD, 30671, Oberwachung der KPD, 
1932-33. Most historians of the German unemployed, especially Huber-Koller, Caspar, 
and Andersen, reproduce in their own studies the KPD's organizational focus. Quotation 
from S. Tarrow, 'Cycles of Collective Action: Between Moments of Madness and the 
Repertoire of Contention', in Traugott (ed.), &pertoires, 93.

100 Der PolPr Essen an RegPr Diisseldorf, 'Sitzung des Bezirks-Erwerbslosen-AuschuBes 
am 5.7.1932 in Essen', HStAD, RD, 30648c. The leader was Isidor Piontek. 
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the party's base built a radical unemployed movement outside the 
bounds of party organization and discipline. 

Rather than assume a 'natural' apolitical passivity on the part 
of unemployed workers in the Great Depression as so many his-
torians, social psychologists, and sociologists have done, historians 
would do well to take a less essentialist view of the unemployed 
and their capacity for social protest. In fact, apolitical passivity on 
the part of the unemployed also needs to be explained historically 
and not by an appeal to an ahistorical 'unemployed personality 
or character' as so often has been the case. Towards such an open 
and less dogmatic view of the unemployed and their capacity for 
collective and individual protest, passivity, or criminality, histori-
ans would do well to consider, among other factors such as 
gender, class, occupational and ethnic backgrounds, the political 
economy of a region or country, the degree of material depriva-
tion suffered by the jobless and their families during an economic 
crisis, the nature and history of the working class and the com-
munities and repertoires of contention it formed over time, the 
effect of a militant political party or movement as a coordinating 
force, and the actions of the state. 101 

101 I consider all of these factors at great length in my doctoral dissertation. See Zukas, 
'Social Immiseration'. 




