Young Jewish Communists
in Weimar and Nazi Germany

By Stefanie Schiiler-Springorum
the spring of 1924, the barely 15-year-old
Rudi Arndt, son of the director of the Jew-

I I l ish Middle School for Girls in Berlin, was
so tormented by his identity problems

In the GDR, respect was paid to them as antifas-
cists and resistance fighters, but their activities in

the Jewish movements were considered as youthful

“errors.” On the other hand, in the literature on
German-Jewish history they are in most instances

that he turned to the head of his youth
group Kameraden, a German-Jewish
hiking group, in search of help. He wrote
that “after truthful and intensive soul-
searching,” he felt “neither Jewish nor
German”. Therefore he had decided to
leave the movement. Having done this,
however, he missed the personal ties
with the members of his youth group.
The longing for these relationships had
become so intense that his inner sense
of belonging had soon re-emerged, but
at the same time he was bothered by his
ideological inconsistency, and now
hoped that the head of his movement
would show him a way out of this dilem-
ma. Unfortunately his reply is not avail-
able. We know, however, that far from
leaving the group, by 1927 Rudi Arndt
had climbed the ladder in the movement hierarchy
and become a charismatic leader of a Berlin Kamer-
aden group. One year later he was appointed a
Communist youth functionary, and in 1932 he
went underground. He was arrested in October
1933 and in 1940, as a so-called “Elder” of the
“Jewish Block,” he was murdered in the Buchen-
wald concentration camp. In the GDR (German
Democratic Republic), Rudi Arndt was one of the
most important icons of the Communist resistance
movement. Youth hostels and schools were named
after him and special stamps issued in his honour.
In Western Germany, North America and in Israel
he is almost completely unknown.

In many respects, Arndt’s story is typical of a rel-
atively small but significant group of German-Jew-
ish Communists socialized in the Jewish youth
movement who subsequently found their way to the
Communist Party on more or less tortuous paths.
Until recently, historiography has not dealt with
their complex biographies in an adequate manner.
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The Kdnigsberg Kameraden group, the core of the later
Schwarzer Haufen, on the Baltic Shore.

mentioned only as prominent examples highlighting
the danger of “red assimilation”. It is time, however,
to make a plea for their reintegration into Jewish
history and for their perception as one of numerous
possible responses to the process of self-discovery
of Jewish youth in modernity. Therefore, I would
like to reconstruct the typical development of these
young people from the Jewish youth movement to
the Communist Party by describing a small splinter
group of Kameraden whose life stories are quite
typical of the history of German-Jewish Commu-
nists in the 20th century.
narrative could start in the well-
Y known and notorious Scheunenviertel,
a densely populated Berlin neighbour-

hood with massive poverty, squalor and obvious
identity conflicts in the mostly still traditional
immigrant Jewish families. A strikingly large num-
ber of later Communists came from such families,
and this also applies to the group I want to analyze
here. If we accept that membership in the Commu-
nist Party at a later stage was, among other things,
the reflection of a conflict with one’s parents that
nearly always resulted in a radical break with the
family, the memoirs of childhood and youth sup-
port the hypothesis that this break occurred much
earlier: an extremely large number of (auto)bio-
graphical accounts mention authoritarian fathers,
some of whom were even physically abusive and
often determined to force their children into occu-



pations they did not desire to engage in. Thus many
young people drew radical conclusions and left
their families at an early age. It is hardly surprising
that the youth movement took on an almost exis-
tential significance as a surrogate family for many
of these children, offering them a real sense of
belonging.

In 1925, Jewish proletarian youngsters met in
this neighbourhood with radical middle-class youth
from other German cities to form the so-called
Schwarzer Haufen group (SH), a leftist subgroup of
the Kameraden. The SH
established itself as the most
radical non-Zionist version of
the Jewish youth movement,
and soon became home for
politically involved young
people from other cities who
at the same time were seek-
ing a Jewish framework. In
addition, they skilfully styled
themselves as anti-bourgeois
and “wild,” in a way that pro-
voked parents and teachers.
They considered themselves
an elite, and at the same time began to develop cer-
tain mystical and sectarian characteristics typical
of youth movements of the twenties. Smoking was
forbidden, as was meat-eating, and they fiercely
discussed whether bourgeois customs like piano-
playing or ballroom dancing should be prohibited

as well.
[ ]
T h I deterred young people, and at the
same time the strong moral cohe-
sion shaped its members: one was either for or
against, inside or outside. This claim to absolute-
ness led to endless conflicts with other, more mod-
erate groups within Kameraden and ultimately to
the exclusion of SH in 1927. One controversial
issue leading to this break deserves mention here:
the burning question regarding the attitude towards
Judaism, and specifically whether or not to leave
the Jewish community. It should be remembered
that the Communist Party demanded that its mem-
bers leave any religious congregation they belonged
to. In letters discussing these issues, these young
future Communists formulated an attitude toward
Judaism that, so it seems, remained valid for years
to come, as later texts, in particular their memoirs,
suggest. Fritz Sauer of Hanover, for instance, gave
the following explanation for quitting the Jewish
community: “Religious communities are institutions
of the bourgeois state that can be fought against
only from outside.” However, he continued, “socio-
logically” he remained a Jew and this fact was an
“unproblematic matter of course” for him. Others
stressed the fact that such a step, in view of the
minority status of Jews, had a different significance
than for Catholics or Protestants. For this reason,
Sauer wrote, and particularly out of respect for his
parents, he had not yet taken this step. He empha-

radical group either fascinated or

It is important to note that the
first and fierce onslaught against
the left, a wave of arrests starting
in 1933 with thousands of victims,

was directed against them as
political activists, and not as Jews.

sized that he continued being a “very conscious
Jew” and did not have the slightest intention of
“separating himself from Judaism,” certainly not of
“denying it.”

The issue of leaving the Jewish community was
only one controversy that finally led to the exclu-
sion of the SH. After that, the group continued to
exist as an autonomous Bund Jiidischer Jugend
(Jewish Youth Bund), but in fact the call for politi-
cal involvement had long since begun to undermine
its youth movement foundations. Members who had
already joined the Commu-
nist Youth Organization of
Germany (KJVD) advocated
that everyone follow their
steps. These lengthy and
excruciating discussions in
the end led to the dissolu-
tion of the SH in 1928. This
separation was often a trau-
matic experience for the
many young people for
whom the Bund had been
the main community in their
lives. Almost everyone felt
the need to establish new ties as quickly as possi-
ble, or “to find a cause, a group, an organization to
continue the worthy struggle.” Many joined radical
left-wing splinter groups, while the majority became
members of the Communist Party—if they did not
belong to these groupings already.

They did so according to the principle “go for it
all,” as the prestige of the Communist Party of Ger-
many as the most radical left-wing party, its clear-
cut profile and focused concept of the enemy were
particularly attractive for young people. In view of
the fact that until 1929 both the Communist Youth
Organization and the Socialist Workers Youth imi-
tated the youth movement in style and appearance,
it is not surprising that many former youth move-
ment members considered their step a seemingly
smooth, and politically more consistent, continua-
tion of their previous involvement in Jewish youth
organizations. Furthermore, the need for closeness
and community could easily be met by the young
Communists, as most of them remained together in
groups after their youth-movement phase, the only
difference being that these were Communist now,
as the example of the Berlin KJVD group shows.

Even if relationships now centred around the
Communist Party, old friendships from the Jewish
youth movement continued beyond political fron-
tiers. This closeness based on common youth expe-
rience was to receive a completely new significance
after 1933, when people were plunged into illegality
and exposed to persecution literally from one day to
another: “When general confidence had suddenly
been shattered, one turned to people whose loyalty
one could count on.” This was of paramount impor-
tance to the underground activities against the
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Nazis, as the diverse friendships, family ties and
romantic relationships linking young people with
each other served as a basis for the consistency of
their underground cells.
is important to note, though, that the first
t and fierce onslaught against the left, a wave
of arrests starting in 1933 with thousands of

victims, was directed against them as political
activists, and not as Jews. As Jews, then, they were
often treated worse than their non-Jewish fellow
prisoners. Among the young people of the SH, the
first member was killed as early as May 1933 in
Dachau, where five years later one of its former
leaders and famous Berlin lawyer Hans Litten took
his own life, having survived five years of torture
and slave labour in various camps on German soil.

In the beginning of 1934, most former SH mem-
bers were held in custody in Germany. Most of
them, however, were released over the next two
years. While some tried to leave Germany as fast as
they could, not a few of them decided to stay in
order to continue their illegal work for the Commu-
nist Party inside Germany. Nevertheless, by 1938 it
had become clear to even the staunchest Jewish
Communist that there was no more resistance work
to be continued inside Germany and that one could
serve the Party better in exile. In the mid-thirties
this could mean, for example, joining the Interna-
tional Brigades in the Spanish Civil War—as many
did—or looking for refuge in the Soviet Union,
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where they were immediately confronted with the
traumatic atmosphere of the Stalinist purges. Now
old friendships, particularly Jewish ones, often had
murderous repercussions: mere contact in the past
with a person on trial often meant that Jewish
involvement in a person’s youth was equated with
“Zionism,” “Trotskyism” and “Cosmopolitanism”—
with all the fatal consequences. Two of the former
SH members, among them Fritz Sauer from
Hanover, were shot in 1938, while out of twenty or
so consigned to the Gulag, a few female and only
two male members survived.

For those members of the former youth group
still imprisoned, or imprisoned again, inside Ger-
many, the outbreak of the war and the ensuing
onset of genocide amounted to a death penalty. I
have already mentioned that Rudi Arndt, a prisoner
since 1933, was murdered in Buchenwald. His
funeral at the Jewish cemetery in Berlin in the
summer of 1940 turned into a small illegal demon-
stration in the heart of Nazi Germany, which at this
moment was at the peak of its power over Europe.
Four friends of the SH were able to attend, and all
of them would soon go underground in Berlin in
order not to be picked up and sent to concentration
camps. Three survived, while the fourth, Lothar
Cohn, was killed in the Sachsenhausen concentra-
tion camp in 1944. He was the last member of the
SH to perish in Germany. Today a street in East
Berlin carries his name, and there is still a Rudi
Arndt Street and a Hans Litten street. Curiously
enough, after 1989 having been a Jewish commu-
nist now—finally—turned into something positive:
While all the other names of Communist martyrs
were purged from the streets of the former German
Democratic Republic, the new Western government
did not dare to touch the Jews among them—a final
posthumous selection that all of them, convinced
communists that they were, would have strongly
opposed.

It is striking that many of those who finally made
their choice for Communism experienced a “warm-
ing-up” phase in the Jewish youth movement. What
we witness here was a reinforcement of a “secular,
but natural Jewishness” and what Arno Paucker
once described as the “Jewish subconsciousness” of
the left. This state of mind was transferred via old
friendships and family relationships, and it left its
mark on the rest of their lives. Indeed, new
research shows that it has also —to varying degrees,
but across the board—affected the lives of the chil-
dren and grandchildren of those who happened to
survive the persecutions of the nineteen thirties
and forties. They had fought against German fas-
cism as Communists and as Jews from the early
1930s on, and most of them were dead or in exile
even before the war started. In my view, they
deserve to be remembered with honour and respect,
just like the young Ghetto Fighters from Warsaw,
with many of whom they shared not only their edu-
cational and ideological background but also their
strong commitment to the cause. ¢



