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Kasper Braskén 

 

Wilhelm “Willi” Münzenberg and the Workers’ International Relief 

Willi Münzenberg (1889-1940, fig. 1) is mainly remembered as an impeccable organizer of a 

red media empire in Weimar Germany. During the interwar period, he was one of the most 

articulate defenders of international communism and the Soviet Union, but in the end he 

publicly denounced Stalin as a traitor. To emphasize the extent of his influence, Münzenberg 

has been characterized as both a communist version of the conservative German media tycoon 

Alfred Hugenberg and as the main organizer of the opposition to Josef Goebbel’s Nazi 

propaganda operations during the 1930s.1 

 

INSERT FIG. 1 HERE 

Fig. 1: Willi Münzenberg, photograph, 1931–1932, Source: Willi Münzenberg Forum. 

 

Münzenberg was born in Erfurt, Germany, and entered the socialist youth movement in 

1906. He resided in Switzerland from 1910 to 1918, where he joined the Zimmerwald-Left and 

formed crucial connections to leading Russian Bolsheviks in exile in Zurich. In 1915, he 

became Secretary of the Socialist Youth International, but was expelled from Switzerland in 

1918. He joined the newly founded German Communist Party (KPD) and carried on, in Berlin, 

as secretary of the Youth International until 1921.2 

Münzenberg then took on a new mission as the principal organizer of Comintern’s 

international workers’ relief initiative in Berlin. Between 1921 and 1923, this international body 

was known as the Auslandskomittee zur Organisierung der Arbeiterhilfe für die Hungernden 

in Rußland (International Workers’ Relief Committee for the Starving Russians, fig. 2). The 

support of the international solidarity movement for the starving in Soviet Russia led, in the fall 

of 1923, to the establishment of the Internationale Arbeiterhilfe (Workers’ International Relief) 

which became his main platform for transnational solidarity initiatives, workers’ culture, and 

pro-Soviet propaganda, such as the First Russian Art Exhibition in Berlin in the fall of 1922. 

 
1  Babette Gross, Willi Münzenberg: Eine politische Biographie (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1967), 

see also John Green, Willi Münzenberg: Fighter against Fascism and Stalinism (London: Routledge, 2020).   
2  For Münzenberg’s own account, see Willi Münzenberg, Die Dritte Front: Auszeichnungen aus 15 Jahren 

Proletarischer Jugendbewegung (Berlin: Neuer Deutscher Verlag, 1930). See also Gross, Willi Münzenberg, 

19–86. 
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After 1923 Münzenberg turned Workers’ Relief into a general international solidarity 

organization that rallied support for workers’ struggles around the world.3 

 

INSERT FIG. HERE 

Fig. 2: Letterhead of the Auslandskomittee zur Organisierung der Arbeiterhilfe für die 

Hungernden in Rußland, 1922 [The State Archive of the Russian Federation (GARF), 

1065/3/65] 

 

From 1924 to 1933 Münzenberg was also a member of the German Reichstag for the 

KPD. In the course of his work for Workers’ Relief, Münzenberg organized a major “Hands 

off China” movement, in 1925. It became the starting point for the international anti-colonial 

congress in Brussels in 1927 that led to the establishment of the League against Imperialism, in 

which Münzenberg served as secretary. The year 1927 also marked the tenth anniversary of the 

October Revolution and Münzenberg was selected by the Comintern to plan and head the 

international organization’s external commemorations. During these years, Münzenberg 

developed an extraordinary international network of contacts to influential left intellectuals, 

authors, artists, and other prominent sympathizers. A major culmination of his international 

work was the organization of the Amsterdam Anti-War Congress in 1932.4   

Münzenberg controlled several newspapers and journals, illustrated magazines, a 

workers’ book club, film companies, and through Workers’ Relief was involved in developing 

agitprop theatre, a workers’ photography movement, and the organization of mass movements 

and major international congresses that expanded his influence far beyond strictly communist 

circles. Münzenberg’s print media ventures were published by Workers’ Relief’s own Berlin-

based publishing house Neuer Deutscher Verlag and the organization also produced and 

distributed Soviet and proletarian films through Meshrabpom, Prometheus, and Weltfilm. The 

organization also published the popular illustrated workers’ magazine, the Arbeiter-Illustrierte-

Zeitung (AIZ, Workers’ Illustrated Newspaper).5  

 
3  Kasper Braskén, The International Workers' Relief, Communism, and Transnational Solidarity: Willi 

Münzenberg in Weimar Germany (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). 
4  Fredrik Petersson, “We are Neither Visionaries Nor Utopian Dreamers”: Willi Münzenberg, the League 

against Imperialism and the Comintern, 1925–1933 (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press, 2014); Kasper Braskén, 

“Celebrating October. The Transnational Commemorations of the Tenth Anniversary of the Soviet Union in 

Weimar Germany,” in Echoes of October: International Commemorations of the Bolshevik Revolution 

1918–1990, eds. Jean-François Fayet, Valérie Gorin and Stefanie Prezioso (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 

2017), 76–105. 
5  Günter Agde and Alexander Schwarz, eds. Die Rote Traumfabrik: Meschrabpom-Film und Prometheus 

1921–1936 (Berlin: Bertz + Fischer Verlag, 2012); Braskén, International Workers' Relief, 162–83. 
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Shortly after Hitler’s seizure of power in 1933, Münzenberg established a new center 

for Workers’ Relief and the Comintern’s international activities in Paris. When the Third Reich 

started depriving “domestic enemies” of their German citizenship in August 1933, Münzenberg 

was on the very first list together with 33 other names that included, among others, Ernst Toller, 

Kurt Tucholsky, Heinrich Mann, and Lion Feuchtwanger.6 

In Paris, Münzenberg was elemental in the formation of the anti-Nazi German 

Volksfront initiative, but when the Comintern dismantled the Workers’ Relief organization in 

1935, a deeper rift began to develop between Münzenberg and Moscow. During Münzenberg’s 

painful break up with the communist movement, he attempted to form a last anti-Hitler coalition 

in Paris through a new weekly called Die Zukunft (The Future). When news of the Molotov–

Ribbentrop Non-Aggression Pact was announced in 1939, Münzenberg dramatically disavowed 

Moscow, declaring that “the traitor, Stalin, is you.”7 Münzenberg perished in 1940, under 

unclear circumstances, while escaping the German troops advancing towards southern France.8  

 

 
6  For the official lists, see Die Ausbürgerung deutscher Staatsangehöriger 1933-45 nach den im 

Reichsanzeiger veröffentlichten Listen = Expatriation lists as published in the "Reichsanzeiger" 1933-45, 

ed. Michael Hepp (München: Saur, 1985). 
7  Willi Münzenberg, “Der russische Dolchstoß,” Die Zukunft, no. 3, September 9, 1939. 
8  Bernhard H. Bayerlein, “Kein Antifaschismus ohne Antistalinismus: Willi Münzenberg, die Zukunft und die 

Antistalinistische wende in der deutschsprachigen Emigration 1933–1940” [No anti-fascism without anti-

stalinism: Willi Münzenberg, the future and the anti-stalinist turn in German-language emigration 1933–

1940] in Globale Räume für radikale transnationale Solidarität: Beiträge zum ersten internationalen Willi-

Münzenberg-Kongress 2015 in Berlin, ed. Bernhard H. Bayerlein, Kasper Braskén, and Uwe Sonnenberg 

(Berlin: International Willi Münzenberg Forum, 2018), 218–70. 


