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Stalin‘s Protégé: Thälmann
and the Wittorf Affair1

Stalinův chráněnec: Thälmann  
a Wittorfova aféra
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A B S T R A C T
In August 1927, KPD functionary John Wittorf embezzled a secret donation from the Soviet 
trade mission for private purposes. The affair was not only a financial scandal, but also a politi-
cal one: it was to be covered up and the wrongly accused cashier Dehmel was to be presented as 
a pawn, but intensive investigations exposed the perpetrator in 1928. Ernst Thälmann found 
himself in a difficult situation, as he had both supported Wittorf and ordered the events to be 
concealed. Not only the affair, but also the reappraisal of it intensified the inner-party conflicts 
between leftists, rightists and conciliators in the KPD. While the Central Committee directly 
expelled Wittorf and sanctioned other comrades, it handed Thälmann’s case over to the ECCI. 
Stalin’s intervention in its decision-making not only secured Thälmann’s position and his poli-
tical survival, but also furthered the KPD’s stalinisation.
A B S T R A K T
V srpnu 1927 zpronevěřil funkcionář KPD John Wittorf tajný dar od soukromých obchodních 
misí. Aféra nebyla jen finančním skandálem, ale i politickým: měla být ututlána a neprávem 
obviněný pokladní Dehmel měl být prezentován jako pěšák, ale intenzivní vyšetřování v roce 
1928 odhalilo pachatele. Ernst Thälmann se ocitl v obtížné situaci, protože Wittorfa podporoval 
a  nařídil události utajit. Nejen aféra, ale i  její přehodnocení zintenzivnilo vnitrostranické 
konflikty mezi levičáky, pravičáky a  smírčími stranami v  KPD. Zatímco ústřední výbor 
Wittorfa přímo vyloučil a další soudruhy sankce uložil, Thälmannův případ předal Výkonnému 
výboru pro zahraniční věci (ECCI). Stalinův zásah do jeho rozhodování nejen zajistil 
Thälmannovu pozici a jeho politické přežití, ale také podpořil stalinizaci KPD.
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1	 German-language quotations have been translated into English. The author alone bears re-
sponsibility for their accuracy.
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— Allegations and trials of corruption have been occurring since the early 
years of the Weimar Republic. As in the case of Matthias Erzberger, they led 
to resignations and, like the court cases against Kutisker and Barmat, attracted 
enormous public interest. In addition, corruption cases served the narrative 
of political opponents–even more so when they occurred within parties. This 
also applied to the KPD, which acted as a moral authority and representative 
of workers’ interests. The Wittorf case will be used to show how the party 
leadership reacted to the scandal and, in this context, shirked its responsibility 
towards its members in its dealings with its chairman. Following on from this, 
Stalin’s  intervention on Thälmann’s  behalf is explained and it is shown how, 
as a  result, the process of Stalinization within the KPD accelerated with the 
elimination of competing internal party factions. Weber2 and, most recently, 
Friedmann3 have dealt explicitly and in depth with the Wittorf affair. A special 
feature of these two publications is that they fulfill a dual function: they are both 
scholarly studies and source editions. Furthermore, the events in Hamburg are also 
addressed beyond the following mentioned accounts of German communism4 
and its representatives such as, of course, Ernst Thälmann5, but also, for instance, 
Ernst Meyer6 and Arthur Ewert7. Selected primary sources on the Wittorf affair 

2	 Weber, Hermann – Bayerlein, Bernhard H. (ed.): Der Thälmann-Skandal. Geheime 
Korrespondenzen mit Stalin (Archive des Kommunismus – Pfade des XX. Jahrhunderts,  
Bd. 2). Berlin 2003.

3	 Friedmann, Ronald (ed.): Was wusste Thälmann? Unbekannte Dokumente zur Wittorf-
Affäre. Berlin 2020.

4	 Hoppe, Bert: In Stalins Gefolgschaft. Moskau und die KPD 1928–1933 (Studien zur 
Zeitgeschichte, Bd. 74), München 2007; Weber, Hermann: Die Wandlung des deutschen 
Kommunismus. Die Stalinisierung der KPD in der Weimarer Republik. In: Aus Politik und 
Zeitgeschehen 2,1969, pp. 8–9.

5	 Hortzschansky, Günter: Ernst Thälmann. Eine Biographie. Berlin (Ost), 3rd edition 1980; 
Fuhrer, Armin: Ernst Thälmann. Soldat des Proletariats. München 2011.

6	 Wilde, Florian: Revolution als Realpolitik. Ernst Meyer (1887–1930) – Biographie eines 
KPD-Vorsitzenden. Konstanz 2018.

7	 Friedmann, Ronald: Arthur Ewert. Revolutionär auf drei Kontinenten (Geschichte des 
Kommunismus und Linkssozialismus, Bd. 3). Berlin 2015.
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have been published with commentary for several years now and they provide an 
easy introduction to the topic. However, to gain a thorough understanding of the 
subject, it is essential to consult the archival sources in the Federal Archives in 
Berlin and the Russian State Archive for Social and Political History in Moscow. 
The documents there, and in particular the collections RY 1 Communist Party of 
Germany and RY 5 Communist International in Berlin, overlap in part in terms 
of content and provide insight into the course of events and decision-making 
processes in the KPD, the Comintern (CI), and the Executive Committee of the 
Communist International (ECCI). It should be noted that the provenance of the 
documents may not always be clear beyond doubt in individual cases. Particular 
attention should also be paid to the fact that documents are often available as 
transcripts, which contributes to the general question of authenticity and staging, 
such as deliberate manipulation and falsification, as well as subsequent changes 
and reconstructions to support the desired narrative, cannot be ruled out per se.

In August 1927, John Wittorf received 3 000 Reichsmarks (RM) from the Soviet 
Trade Mission in Hamburk (Hamburg). The dockworker Wittorf (1894–1981)  
had joined the KPD via the USPD in 1920, and seven years later, he had not only 
become political leader of the KPD district of Wasserkante, but also a member of 
the Central Committee (CC) and a representative in the Hamburg Parliament. 
For the Reichstag elections in May 1928, he was placed on the KPD’s  list of 
candidates, but did not win a seat. After his embezzlement came to light, the CC 
expelled him from the party in September 1928, as will be shown below. After 
that, he did not appear in politics again until the end of his life.8 In order to conceal 
the origin of this money, he was supposed to deposit it into the party account in 
a conspiratorial manner. However, the party official succumbed to temptation: he 
deposited just under half of the amount, and spent 1 550 RM9 on “gambling and 
drinking”10. Wittorf thus squandered in a very short time more than seven times 
the monthly salary of a collectively paid Hamburk inland shipping machinist.11 
In April 1928, rumors arose about “irregularities in the cash register”12, about 
which party chairman Ernst Thälmann was informed. Thälmann (1886-1944) 
joined the KPD via the SPD and USPD. In all three parties, Thälmann, who was 
very popular in Hamburg, belonged to the left wing. He quickly rose through 
the political ranks, not only in the party, of which he became regional chairman 

8	 Wittorf, John Friedrich. In: Weber, Hermann, Herbst, Andreas: Deutsche Kommunisten. 
Biographisches Handbuch 1918–1945, Berlin 2004, p. 878.

9	 Bundesarchiv (henceforth BArch) RY 1/217, fol. 14, Protokoll-Manuskript von der Tagung 
des ZK der KPD 26.–27. Sept. 1928, 1. und 2. Verhandlungstag, p. 19.

10	 Ibidem, p. 26, fol. 19.
11	 Tarifmäßige Wochenlöhne in der Binnenschifffahrt in RM. In: Statistisches Jahrbuch für das 

Deutsche Reich 47, 1928, p. 370.
12	 Erklärung von Ludwig Rieß, John Schehr und Willy Presche, 21. September 1928. In 

Friedmann, R. (ed.): Was wusste Thälmann, p. 156.
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in Hamburg in 1921, but also as a member of the Hamburg Parliament and 
the Reichstag. In addition, in 1924 he became a candidate for both the ECCI 
and the Presidium of the ECCI. Although his candidacy for the 1925 Reich 
presidential election was unsuccessful, his emotional radicalism and loyalty to the 
CI paid off when he became the new party chairman after Moscow intervened in 
the KPD leadership in the same year. However, Thälmann lacked the character 
and intellectual qualities of a good leader – he succumbed to the cult that had 
been built up around him, he lacked the intellectual tools, and his environment 
got him into trouble: Wittorf ’s  transgressions turned the Central Committee 
against him, but thanks to Stalin’s  intervention, he remained party chairman. 
Shortly before the March 1933 elections, Thälmann was arrested and hoped, in 
vain, to be saved once again by Stalin. After twelve years in solitary confinement, 
he was murdered in Buchenwald concentration camp in 1944.13 

To protect himself, Wittorf checked the cash register himself but also alone, 
then he accused the cashier Hugo Dehmel in front of the local party functionaries 
Willy Presche, John Schehr and Ludwig Rieß. Dehmel denied the accusations, 
refused to take part in another cash audit and was ultimately expelled from the 
KPD. The lack of results of the renewed audit did not prevent Wittorf from 
continuing to accuse Dehmel to Thälmann and the district leadership. After the 
Reichstag elections in May 1928, Thälmann, Presche and Rieß discussed the 
rumors in Wittorf ’s presence. After some denials, the political leader confessed 
to embezzling the donation. This put the party chairman in a dilemma: in the 
Hamburg KPD there were already cases of “clique politics and various corruption 
scandals [...] especially among Thälmann’s  employees in Hamburg.”14 Wittorf 
himself had been using party funds for private purposes for some time. Secondly, 
he had significantly promoted the party career of his close friend Wittorf.15 
Thirdly, the affair provided an opportunity for his opponents both outside and 
inside the party, i.e. the right-wingers and conciliators, to attack. These two 
terms require a brief explanation: Within the KPD, basically three main factions 
competed for power in the party. First, the smallest group, the right wing around 
Heinrich Brandler and August Thalheimer, who pursued a realpolitik approach 
after the failure of the German October in 1923. In addition to the desire for 
parliamentary work, this included a willingness to cooperate with the SPD, even 
to the point of forming joint governments. Their attitude toward Stalin and the 
role of the CPSU in the Comintern (CI) brought them into conflict not only 
with the left and ultra-left in the KPD, but also with Moscow itself. Second, there 
was the so-called middle group around Ernst Meyer and Arthur Ewert, whose 

13	 Thälmann, Ernst. In: Weber, H., Herbst, A.: Deutsche Kommunisten, pp. 782–785.
14	 Fuhrer, A.: Ernst Thälmann, p. 185.
15	 Meyer-Leviné, Rosa: Inside German Communism. Memoirs of Party Life in the Weimar 

Republic, ed. by Mairowitz, David Zane. London 1977, p. 133.
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representatives were contemptuously referred to as conciliators, but who had 
very similar ideas to those of the right wing but were less confrontational. They 
too advocated a united front with the Social Democrats, which meant rejecting 
the theory of social fascism. However, unlike the right wing, the conciliators 
did not criticize the CPSU but supported the prominent position of the Soviet 
communists in the CI. However, their insistence on a “minimum of plurality of 
opinion within the Communist International”16 brought them into conflict with 
Stalin. But while the right wing partially split from the party, the conciliators 
submitted to the party leadership. Thirdly, there were the left wing, initially 
around Ruth Fischer and Arkadi Maslow and later Ernst Thälmann, who set the 
party’s course. In contrast to the right wing and the conciliators, they rejected 
parliamentarianism and the united front, and they also pushed ahead with the 
Bolshevization of the KPD. After Thälmann took over as party chairman, the 
German communists changed course, clearly declaring their allegiance to Stalin 
and the Comintern.17 As party chairman, Thälmann decided to keep the matter 
secret and to inform neither the CC or the Politburo. Wittorf promised to settle 
the amount and issued two promissory notes for a total of 1 850 RM.18 

However, after the accusations had been made, Dehmel had taken 
a substandial amount of money from the party coffers. He kept more than half 
of it as a self-authorized loan for outstanding wages and to start a new career. 
The Hamburk KPD set up a seven-member investigative commission, including 
Wittorf and two other Thälmann supporters. It declared Dehmel’s exclusion to 
be correct and, against the votes of Thälmann’s people, that he was innocent of 
embezzlement.19 In mid-August 1928, the CC received this result for legal action 
against Dehmel because of his complaint against his expulsion from the party. 
The CC commissioned Hugo Eberlein, head of the party’s Reich Complaints 
Commission and conciliator, and the KPD chief cashier Arthur Golke to 
investigate the affair. In Berlín (Berlin) at the beginning of September, they 
spoke mainly with Dehmel and Presche. The accused confessed to everything, he 
only denied Wittorf ’s claim and had committed himself in good faith “in writing 
[...] to keep silent about the incident”20. Presche claimed to have distrusted 
Dehmel and Wittorf, otherwise he only remembered moments that exonerated 

16	 Hoppe, B.: In Stalins Gefolgschaft, p. 54.
17	 Weber, H.: The Transformation of German Communism. The Stalinization of the KPD in the 

Weimar Republic, in: Aus Politik und Zeitgeschehen (henceforth: APuZ) 2 (1969), pp. 8–9.
18	 Schuldschein von John Wittorf über 300 Reichsmark, 23. Mai 1928. In: Friedmann, R. (ed.): 

Was wusste Thälmann?, p. 89.; Schuldschein von John Wittorf über 1550 Reichsmark, 23. Mai 
1928. In: Friedmann, R. (ed.): Was wusste Thälmann?, p. 94.

19	 Bericht der Kommission der BL Wasserkante in Sachen Dehmel vom 16. August 1928.  
In: Friedmann, R. (ed.): Was wusste Thälmann?, pp. 120–123.

20	 Aussage von Hugo Dehmel vom 3. September 1928. In: Friedmann, R. (ed.): Was wusste 
Thälmann?, p. 130.
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him.21 In the second half of September, Eberlein and Golke then continued the 
investigation in Hamburg.

The audit there revealed impeccable bookkeeping, Dehmel’s innocence and 
the unfounded nature of Wittorf ’s  accusations.22 The political leader became 
the focus of the investigators as his statements turned out to be incorrect and 
he also changed them several times. Eberlein and Golke finally found five 
irresolvable discrepancies in bookings of funds from the Soviet Trade Mission.23 
Due to the lack of evidence against Dehmel and the stubborn silence of the 
comrades questioned, they suspected that “there must be something else behind 
it.”24 Eberlein later before the CC sarcastically summarized the status of the 
investigation at this point with “nobody had a clue, everything was in perfect 
order”25. A new audit revealed an excess amount of 1 450 RM, the origin of 
which neither the new treasurer nor Wittorf could explain. During a break in 
the questioning of the political leader, Eberlein received an anonymous tip by 
telephone about the donation of 3000 RM and the Soviet Trade Mission. There 
he was referred to Rieß, who was employed there. After initial resistance, Rieß 
explained under pressure that he had asked for financial help because of the 
tense situation of the Hamburk KPD. He had received the money from “a special 
source”26 and passed it on to Wittorf, but the receipt had been destroyed. Later he 
had doubts and thus Wittorf was approached about the money. The latter then 
accused Dehmel. Schehr, who was subsequently questioned, was initially reluctant 
to testify to this and, moreover, to other embezzlements by Wittorf.27 With this 
knowledge, the investigators questioned Wittorf, who gave up his combative 
attitude, gave in and confessed. All the comrades questioned confirmed that 
Thälmann did not possess any knowledge of the affair. The party chairman had 
only recently returned from Leningrad. On the trip he had confided to Wilhelm 
Florin that Wittorf was no longer tenable because of his crime.28 The KPD 
chairman lied to the investigators, he confirmed all statements concerning him 

21	 Aussage von Willy Presche vom 3. September 1928. In: Friedmann, R. (ed.): Was wusste 
Thälmann?, pp. 127–128.

22	 BArch RY 1/217, fol. 3, Protokoll-Manuskript von der Tagung des ZK der KPD 26.–27. Sept. 
1928, 1. und 2. Verhandlungstag, p. 2.

23	 Ibidem, fol. 8, p. 11.
24	 Ibidem, fol. 15, p. 20.
25	 Ibidem, fol. 12, p. 17.
26	 Aussagen von Ludwig Riess vom 19. September 1928. In: Friedmann, R. (ed.): Was wusste 

Thälmann?, p. 133.
27	 Protokoll der Kominternkommission zur Untersuchung der Unterschlagungen im Hamburger 

KPD-Bezirk vom 2. Oktober 1928. In: Weber, Hermann/ Drabkin, Jakov/ Bayerlein, Bernd 
H. (ed.): Deutschland, Russland, Komintern, Bd. 2: Dokumente (1918–1943) (Archive des 
Kommunismus – Pfade des XX. Jahrhunderts, Bd. 6/1). Berlin/ München/ Boston (MA) 
2015, pp. 635–636.

28	 Hortzschansky, G.: Ernst Thälmann, p. 398.
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as well as Dehmel’s guilt and claiming ignorance.29 The investigators reported 
these results to the CC in Berlín. The Secretariat condemned both the incident 
and the way it had been handled, and also threatened those involved with at least 
temporary exclusion from the party, regardless of their functions.30 Thälmann 
was excluded from these considerations and offered to personally represent this 
decision in the Hamburk district leadership. The comrades concerned, however, 
were no longer willing to put their heads on the line for the party chairman and 
declared that he had known about everything. As a result, Eberlein returned to 
Hamburk to attend the district leadership meeting. Before the meeting began, 
a visibly nervous Thälmann confidentially confessed to him both his connivance 
and the cover-up. Since Schehr threatened to make Thälmann’s  involvement 
public, Eberlein excluded the party chairman from the meeting. There the 
investigator was accused of being a liar because he ordered temporary secrecy to 
protect Thälmann and declared the CC responsible.

In the Politburo and the CC, the conciliators called the events “a  rot that 
must be eradicated.”31 Wilhelm Pieck also felt that the blame lay with the KPD 
chairman: Hamburk was his stronghold, his support had encouraged Wittorf, 
and he had to be reminded that he was not above the rules. Eberlein also struck 
a similar note when he called on Thälmann to withdraw from the KPD for the 
good of the working class. The party chairman saw himself forced onto the 
defensive, allegedly “Thälmann even cried”32 and asserted that he had only acted 
for the good of the KPD. He even offered to suspend his party offices until the 
matter had been solved. The CC accepted this offer unanimously, as well as the 
suggestion by Gerhart Eisler, a representative of the party’s right, to publish the 
decision in the press in order to be able to control the affair’s narrative. The motto 
was damage limitation: the KPD considered itself ideologically and structurally 
less susceptible to corruption, but not completely immune. The aim was therefore 
to prevent the suspicion that officials were being favored or that corruption 
was tolerated.33 Consequently, Wittorf was expelled, and Presche, Rieß and 
Schehr lost their party offices for the duration of a  year. The CC criticized 
Thälmann’s  behavior “in the strongest terms [...] as a  mistake that seriously 

29	 Protokoll der Kominternkommission zur Untersuchung der Unterschlagungen im Hamburger 
KPD-Bezirk vom 2. Oktober 1928. In: Weber, H. et al. (ed.): Deutschland, Russland, 
Komintern, Bd. 2, p. 636.

30	 BArch RY 1/862, fol. 664, Zentralkomitee der K.P.D. an Ernst Thälmann vom 20. September 
1928.

31	 Weber, Hermann: Thälmann und Stalin, die KPdSU und die KPD. In: Weber, Hermann/ 
Bayerlein, Bernhard H. (ed.): Der Thälmann-Skandal. Geheime Korrespondenzen mit Stalin 
(Archive des Kommunismus – Pfade des XX. Jahrhunderts, Bd. 2). Berlin 2003, p. 28.

32	 Schwarz, Georg: Völker, höret die Zentrale: KPD bankrott. Berlin 1933, p. 180.
33	 Aus der Partei. In: Hamburger Volkszeitung. Kommunistische Tageszeitung für Hamburg und 

Umgebung vom 28. September 1928 [without page numbers].
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damaged the party”34, but did not punish him. Instead, it referred his case to the 
Executive Committee of the Comintern (ECCI), and Thälmann’s offices were 
suspended until the latter’s decision.35 The events attracted media attention and 
underlined Eisler’s argument about the importance of narrative control through 
the KPD’s own press release: newspapers at home and abroad, including in the 
USA36, reported on the affair, Wittorf ’s  expulsion37 and the decision against 
Thälmann38, as well as on further investigations. The right-wingers’ proposal 
for the “expulsion of Thälmann [...] from the party”39 and for transparency and 
democratic processes did not become public. It also did not find a majority in the 
CC, but the chair of the KPD chairman was still wobbling precariously.

In the KPD, some considered the ailing Thälmann to be finished as chairman, 
if not politically in general. However, since the end of February 1928, a secret 
agreement of KPD and CPSU had been in place on cooperation against the 
inner-party factions, and in this case initially the right-wingers40: Stalin set 
the course and in the KPD, the events within the CPSU were repeated, albeit 
with a delay. The fact that Arthur Ewert, the head of the conciliators, co-signed 
this agreement will have to be addressed at a later point. Stalin personally did 
not care much for the KPD chairman, who did, however, possess some useful 
qualities: his critics considered the left-wing radical Thälmann to be unsuitable 
both intellectually and in terms of character41, but also as a convinced, loyal and 
controllable Bolshevik. These qualities made him useful to Stalin in the Reich 
and in the KPD, and for this reason he was to be built up as the German face of 
communism with his own cult of personality and leadership.42 Moreover, generally 
and in contrast to the conciliators and right-wingers, the left wing willingly 
subordinated itself to the interests of the CPSU and the USSR. Stalin learned 
of the events in the KPD on September 28, 1928, while on vacation. The CC 

34	 Ein Funktionär der KPD wegen Unterschlagung von Parteigeldern ausgeschlossen. In: Die Rote 
Fahne. Zentralorgan der Kommunistischen Partei Österreichs vom 28. September 1928, p. 4.

35	 BArch RY 1/217, fol. 29, Beschlüsse.
36	 Hindenburg’s Red Rival Downed. In: The Washington Times vom 30. Oktober 1928, p. 2.
37	 Der Ausschluß Wittorfs In: Hamburger Volkszeitung. Kommunistische Tageszeitung für 

Hamburg und Umgebung vom 26. September 1928.
38	 Ein Funktionär der KPD wegen Unterschlagung von Parteigeldern ausgeschlossen. In: Die Rote 

Fahne. Zentralorgan der Kommunistischen Partei Österreichs vom 28. September 1928, p. 4.
39	 Antrag zur Situation in der KPD und zum Ausschluß Ernst Thälmanns aus der KPD  

am 26. September 1928. In: Weber, H. et al. (ed.): Der Thälmann-Skandal, p. 133.
40	 Geheime Vereinbarung („Geheimabkommen“) der russischen und deutschen Delegationen 

im EKKI über die Zukunft der KPD vom 29. Februar 1929. In: Weber, H. et al. (ed.): 
Deutschland, Russland, Komintern, Bd. 2, p. 603.

41	 „Drecksbrief“ Clara Zetkins an Bucharin über die Cliquenwirtschaft in der KPD unter 
Thälmann. In: Weber, H. et al. (ed.): Deutschland, Russland, Komintern, Bd. 2, p. 580.

42	 Weber, H.: Thälmann und Stalin, in: Weber, H. et al. (ed.): Thälmann-Skandal, p. 17–19.
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decision was portrayed as the real scandal and a “very mean political intrigue”43 by 
right-wingers and conciliators. Walter Ulbricht, Heinz Neumann and Hermann 
Remmele promoted this interpretation in long letters and statements in the CC, 
to Soviet comrades and to the ECCI: they relativized Thälmann’s involvement, 
used the conspiracy narrative, and Neumann whitewashed his own behavior. 
However, Stalin and Bukharin, the leader of the right-wingers in the CPSU, 
learned that Thälmann had indeed been involved in the affair and that the 
conciliator Eberlein had initially concealed the KPD chairman’s  involvement 
despite threats of blackmail.44 The Soviet comrades also knew about the size of 
the embezzled sum, but they reacted with incomprehension because of what they 
considered to be a small amount of money.45 On the instructions of the ECCI, 
the matter was put on hold and internal party discussions about the Wittorf 
affair were to be avoided. Nevertheless, the topic remained relevant due to letters 
of protest from Thälmann’s supporters in the CC.

After his vacation ended, Stalin sent Remmele to Germany to support 
Thälmann.46 The Communist International (CI) also commissioned Neumann 
to “settle the matter with Thälmann and keep Thälmann in the party”47. On 
October 1, 1928, Stalin declared that the KPD chairman had acted wrongly 
but had good intentions. Due to the influence of Thälmann’s  opponents, the 
CC’s  crisis management was “a  hostile act”48. For these people, however, in 
contrast to the party chairman, “no mitigating circumstances”49 but only personal 
consequences. Thälmann’s  supporters confirmed that Wittorf ’s  exclusion was 
correct and turned the tables: They accused right-wingers and conciliators of 
“political corruption”50 that only harmed both the KPD and the CI and instead 
benefited the SPD. To clarify the facts, the German Commission of the CI 
met in Moskva (Moscow) from October 2 to 4, 1928. Ewert pointed out the 
importance of quick and consistent action as well as the vulnerability of Thälmann 
to blackmail due to of his complicity and friendship with Wittorf. According to 

43	 Wjatscheslaw Molotow: Chiffretelegramm an Stalin vom 30. September 1928 In: Weber, H. 
et al. (ed.): Der Thälmann-Skandal, p. 152.

44	 Ossip Pjatnitzki: Telegramm an Nikolai Bucharin und Jossif Stalin vom 30. September 1928 
In: Weber, H. et al. (ed.): Der Thälmann-Skandal, p. 150.

45	 Meyer-Leviné, Rosa: Im inneren Kreis. Erinnerungen einer Kommunistin in Deutschland 
1920–1933, ed. By Weber, Hermann. Köln 1979, p. 221.

46	 Flechtheim, Ossip: Die Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands in der Weimarer Republik. 
Frankfurt reprint 1969, p. 200.

47	 BArch. R 1507/2041, fol. 39, Bericht vom 30. Oktober 1928, p. 38.
48	 Jossif Stalin: Telegramm an Wjatescheslaw Molotow vom 1. Oktober 1928 In: Weber, H. et al. 

(ed.): Der Thälmann-Skandal, p. 154.
49	 Chiffrierte telegraphische Stellungnahme Stalins an Molotov über den „Thälmann-Skandal“ 

vom 1. Oktober 1928. In: Weber, H. et al. (ed.): Deutschland, Russland, Komintern, Bd. 2, p. 634.
50	 Walter Ulbricht – Fritz Heckert: Brief an die Mitglieder des ZK der KPD vom 1. Oktober 

1928 In: Weber, H. et al. (ed.): Der Thälmann-Skandal, p. 159.
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him, the CC had acted correctly in every respect and had by no means been 
taken by surprise or even duped.51 Eberlein reported on the investigations and 
that he had believed Thälmann’s protestations of innocence. When he came to 
the questioning of the KPD chairman and his denial of any knowledge, the 
chairman accused him of lying.52 Unlike before the CC, Thälmann admitted 
that he may have acted wrongly. However, he took no responsibility for this: 
he claimed that he had wanted to protect the comrades involved and the party, 
to clarify the Wittorf case at a better time and then also inform the CC.53 He 
blamed his silence on Presche, Rieß and Schehr, who, after they had made their 
statements, he did not want to get into trouble with his confession. Instead, 
Eberlein was generally to blame, as he investigated the affair not as a neutral 
investigator but as a  conciliator. That is why Thälmann claimed that he had 
not wanted to testify to him but to the Politburo. Objectively, this intention 
is incomprehensible, as Eberlein was also a  member of the Politburo.54 The 
circumstances and the course of the talks in Moskva left no doubt about the 
reversal of the signs: Thälmann, Ulbricht and Remmele from their comfortable 
position of power sharply attacked the conciliators, whose complaints about this 
were dismissed with reference to freedom of expression.55 

On October 6, 1928, the ECCI published its resolution, which was 
nothing other than an extension of Stalin’s  view: both the investigation and 
Wittorf ’s exclusion had been correct. Thälmann not only supported this decision 
but also represented it consistently. The KPD chairman had acted seriously 
wrongly for good and right reasons, while the CC, due to the malicious influences 
and selfish power interests of Thälmann’s opponents, had made a mistake that was 
extremely damaging to political work and “extremely dangerous for the party”56. 
As a countermeasure, “all factional groups in the party were to be liquidated”57 
and loyal forces promoted, and personnel purges carried out in “leading bodies 
of the Central Committee”58. Thälmann thus continued to enjoy the EECI’s “full 

51	 Tagung der Deutschen Kommission des EKKI, 2. –4. Oktober 1928, Rede Arthur Ewerts am 
2. Oktober 1928. In: Reuter, Elke et al. (ed.): Luxemburg oder Stalin. Die KPD am Scheideweg 
(Geschichte des Kommunismus und Linkssozialismus, Bd. 4). Berlin 2003, p. 75–79.

52	 Protokoll der Kominternkommission zur Untersuchung der Unterschlagungen im Hamburger 
KPD-Bezirk vom 2. Oktober 1928. In: Weber, H. et al. (ed.): Deutschland, Russland, 
Komintern, Bd. 2, p. 636.

53	 Erklärung vom 21. September 1928, BArch RY 1/217, fol. 25.
54	 Friedmann, Ronald: Die Wittorf-Affäre. In: Friedmann, R. (ed.): Was wusste Thälmann?,  

p. 39–40.
55	 Ibidem, In: Friedmann, R. (ed.): Was wusste Thälmann?, p. 61.
56	 BArch RY 5/175, fol. 1, Resolution vom 6. Oktober 1928, p. 1.
57	 Ibidem, fol. 2, BArch RY 5/175, p. 2.
58	 Beschluss des Präsidiums des EKKI am 5. Oktober 1928 In: Weber, H. et al. (ed.):  

Der Thälmann-Skandal, p. 169.
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political trust”59 in the leadership of the KPD and was given the task of fighting 
the right-wingers and conciliators. Almost at the same time, the CC of the KPD 
changed its mind. Not suddenly, but as a result of continuous lobbying, which 
began on September 28, 1928 with Remmele’s  defense of Thälmann and his 
criticism of the inner-party faction activities and the conduct of the CC.60 This 
was followed by Neumann’s declaration that he had been against the publication 
of the Central Committee resolution, without, however, explicitly contradicting 
its content.61 On October 7, 1928, 25 CC members demanded a revision of the 
unanimously adopted resolution: according to their declaration, they had been 
deceived by the conciliators and right-wingers and provided with insufficient 
information, which was why Thälmann, Presche, Rieß and Schehr should be 
rehabilitated.62

The official party line portrayed “Thälmann man of spotless honour”63 and 
a level-headed party chairman who had acted culpably with good intentions and 
without alternatives under the pressure of contemporary events.64 Eberlein, on 
the other hand, had not informed the relevant party authorities for reasons of 
power politics, and the conciliators had used the “dirtiest methods of internal 
party conflict”65 to help the destructive party right. This change was not only 
met with approval, even in Thälmann’s stronghold of Hamburg. Some comrades 
accused the CC and the ECCI presidium of having lost contact with their own 
base by “muzzling downwards”66: Both the Wittorf affair and Thälmann’s  role 
as well as the fight against corruption regardless of party office were of great 
interest to the workers. There was also criticism of the influence exerted on the 
local communist press that, as a consequence, published relativizing articles. In 
addition to consistent and ruthless investigation, workers also demanded their 
involvement in personnel decisions.67 Other workers spoke of a  “rape of the 
membership”68 and the split of the party by the CC. They demanded nothing less 
than the clarification of the Wittorf affair, including the disclosure of the results 

59	 Ibidem, p. 170.
60	 Hermann Remmele: Brief an das ZK der KPD und das EKK vom 28. September 1928  
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chen Außenpolitik. Leipzig 1931, p. 22.a
64	 BArch RY1/1279, fol. 45, Rededisposition zur innerlichen Lage vom 26. Oktober 1928, p. 7. 
65	 Ibidem, fol. 46, p. 8.
66	 BArch RY 5/180, fol. 44, Resolution vom. 9. Oktober 1928, p. 2.
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of the investigation, internal party reforms and the fight against corruption, as 
well as the “removal of comrades Thälmann, Ries, Presche and Schehr from 
their positions”69. However, no broad and effective opposition was formed in 
key positions because the comrades in influential and important positions had 
already recognized the signs of the times.

Thälmann travelled to Moskva as a perpetrator and returned as a victim. He 
threatened right-wingers and conciliators with a merciless purge of the KPD, 
and therefore Ewert’s  signing of the agreement between the CPSU and the 
KPD in February 1928 is not entirely understandable ex-post: naturally, future 
developments were not foreseeable. But the way the CI dealt with Brandler 
and Thalheimer was already well known at the time, as was the lack of an open 
culture of discussion when there were dissenting opinions.70 The ECCI, which 
was divided on the German question, called for moderation but was not heard 
by neither Thälmann nor Ulbricht who were not short of pithy words. Even 
Stalin’s reference to the broad sentiment against the chairman in the CC as well 
as his recommendation to behave more collegially was basically pushed aside.71 
Trusting in Moskva’s support and with the Red Front Fighters’ League on his 
side, Thälmann considered his position within the party to be secure after the 
change of heart in the CC and Politburo. Against this background, the purge 
began, which initially affected mainly the right-wingers. They resisted the 
chairman by the grace of Moskva, who remained in office only as Stalin’s useful 
and compliant puppet and who actually had to prove that he “lived for the 
revolution and not just from the revolution.”72 The conciliators acknowledged the 
September resolution and attempted an unsuccessful balancing act: They neither 
succeeded in influencing Thälmann’s  new ultra-left course nor in moderating 
internal party dispute. Their appeals for prudence and concentration on real-
political challenges were equally unsuccessful. In the autumn and winter of 1928, 
fierce internal party struggles over the political course ensued. Ulbricht brought 
Pieck back into line, dissidents were removed from office or expelled from the 
KPD. In this way, Stalin’s protégé got rid of his opponents or at least isolated 
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them into political insignificance. Furthermore, with these methods and means 
the Stalinization of the party was advanced and finally completed.73

The Wittorf affair was complex and multi-layered: first and foremost, a KPD 
functionary had been enriching himself through corruption for some time. He 
had the opportunity to do so thanks to the cover from high up, i.e. Thälmann, as 
well as thanks to the fact that other comrades turned a blind eye and looked the 
other way. The reasons for this may be attributed to the close friendship between 
Wittorf and Thälmann, who was extremely popular in Hamburg, or to fear of 
consequences. Wittorf ’s crimes only came to light because Dehmel refused to be 
intimidated and insisted on his innocence. Investigations were therefore carried 
out, which Eberlein ultimately took over. Therefore, secondly, the investigation of 
the affair was expanded to include the component of the inner-party struggle for 
political direction. In fact, Friedmann seems to be the only researcher who argues 
strongly that the Wittorf affair was neither a particularly important event in the 
Stalinization process of the KPD, nor that the right wing and the conciliators 
saw the affair as an opportunity to politically sideline Thälmann74 or even to 
remove him from office and party, to disempower the party’s left wing, and change 
the party’s course. According to his interpretation, the CC merely intended to 
“teach Thälmann a  lesson”75. However, this assessment falls short: among the 
CC’s  members were also conciliators and right-wingers who represented the 
interests of their respective factions at that moment. Based on their stances, 
they most certainly saw an opportunity to make a move against Thälmann and 
the left in this situation. Moreover, the CC passed the September resolution 
unanimously, and protests were only raised against its publication. Finally, the 
motion by CC candidate Erich Hausen, a right winger, to expel Thälmann from 
the party and radically realign the party underscores that this was about more 
than just teaching a lesson. The conciliators may not have wanted to go as far as 
the right wing in this matter, but it seems hardly disputable that to both factions 
the affair posed “a chance to avert the disastrous left-wing course”76. However, 
they overestimated their chances, because their position was neither an overly 
strong one among German communism, nor was it supported by Stalin and the 
ECCI. This aspect, thirdly, was underlined by Stalin’s intervention on behalf of 
Thälmann. First and foremost, it is important to point out this decisions signal 
effect, because when Stalin’s  support for the party chairman became known, 

73	 Weber, Hermann: Die Stalinisierung der KPD 1924–1929. In: Politische Vierteljahresschrift 
9, 4, 1968, p. 534.
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many of the previously determined CC members made a U-turn and changed 
sides. This support now allowed Thälmann and his followers to take decisive 
action against their opponents in the party and dissidents. Right-wingers and 
conciliators were declared enemies who had to be neutralized and eliminated 
politically for the good and protection of the KPD. As a  result, the CC with 
“almost all relevant party currents”77 as well as a pluralism of opinion that still 
existed in 1927 was gradually replaced by authoritarianism, which left less and 
less room for views and interpretations beyond the official party line, the so-called 
general line. However, dissenting opinions and attitudes could not be completely 
suppressed or even eliminated, as internal party processes at both the top and the 
grassroots level impressively illustrated.78 At the same time, the Wittorf affair 
enabled a faster Stalinization of the KPD, because fourthly, Thälmann and the 
KPD became completely dependent on Stalin, the CI and the CPSU: With an 
almost quasi-religious fervor, German communists looked at first to the RSFSR 
and then to the Soviet Union, which for some of them promised to fulfill the 
auspicious ex oriente lux. In doing so, they contrasted their own defeats with the 
successes of their Soviet comrades and, based on the results of this comparison, 
developed what could be described as “a  need for Moscow and an addiction 
to Moscow.”79 The KPD oriented itself politically toward the CPSU and the 
Comintern—whatever happened there, the German comrades imitated. The 
KPD played a somewhat special role in Europe. Other communist parties also 
underwent Stalinization processes, and in France and Italy, for example, leading 
party representatives were removed from power in favor of comrades loyal to 
Moscow because of their stance on the Comintern. The treatment of internal 
dissidents and dissenters was similar across countries, but the combination of 
embezzlement and concealment followed by Stalin’s  intervention to save the 
party chairman, as experienced by the KPD, was a special case.

77	 Wilde, Florian: Revolution als Realpolitik. Ernst Meyer (1887–1930) – Biographie eines 
KPD-Vorsitzenden. Konstanz 2018, p. 315.
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