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In spring 2016, funded by the SPECTRESS program, I was given the opportunity to spend a 

three months „secondment“ at the Yale Center for Cultural Sociology – the „birthplace“ of the 

Cultural Trauma concept, developed and specified by Jeffrey Alexander and Ron Eyerman. My 

research stay at the CCS provided me with the opportunity to broaden the theoretical framework 

of my dissertation on the 1920 Ruhr Uprising as a matter of contested narratives and collective 

memories and to enter stimulating discussions on my research project with the high-ranking 

and international Yale research community.  

In this paper, I want to briefly outline the benefits of my research stay at the CCS for my 

dissertation project, by providing an overview of my research interests together with a short 

historical introduction to the 1920 events of the Ruhr Uprising, and by connecting my research 

questions and findings with the concept of Cultural Trauma that has been crucial within the 

SPECTRESS research and exchange program. 

 

Cultural Trauma 

According to the definition by Jeffrey Alexander, Cultural Trauma „occurs when members of 

a collectivity feel they have been subjected to a horrendous event that leaves indelible marks 

upon their group conciousness, marking their memories forever and changing their future 

identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways“.1 This definition of Cultural Trauma should not 

be misunderstood as describing a real personal trauma in a psychological sense of the term. 

Instead, it can be applied as a theoretical tool to analyze historical processes of collective 

memory-making and as well as to emphasize the importance of collective historical master-

narratives in the process of identity-shaping.  

The actual trauma, pointed at with the Cultural Trauma approach, hereby does not lie in the 

event itself, but in a process of fundamentally questioning the core of a group´s own identity 

caused by the event and therefore in the gap between the event the collectivity´s previous self-

perception.2 Hence, Cultural Trauma does not put the actual event into focus, but the processes 

of meaning-making and the questions of how and why memory communities refer to certain 

events in order (re-)create collective identities. These processes of meaning-making taken into 
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regard have to be understood as highly contested: Individuals and interest groups continuously 

compete for the power of interpretation over an event and therefore over what shall be 

conceived as crucial components of their group identity.3 

Applying the Cultural Trauma approach to the Ruhr Uprising therefore does not mean to regard 

the 1920 events as inherently traumatic, but to ask for changed meanings of collective identity 

through „imagined“ or „represented“ trauma – narratives of victims and perpetrators – produced 

and propagated by the respective collectivities in the aftermath of the events.  

 

Research Questions 

The Ruhr Area plays a special role within Weimar Germany’s history of violence. Especially 

in the early years of the Weimar Republic, hardly any other region has witnessed as many 

politically motivated riots and thus such a continuity of violence as the „industrial heart of 

Germany“, the Ruhr area – from massive strike movements in early 1919 and the uprising of 

the “Red Ruhr Army” in 1920 to the Franco-Belgian occupation of the Ruhr in 1923. These 

experiences, as can be assumed, have deeply influenced the self-conception of its population 

and have turned violence into a central component of collective identity. Indeed, particularly 

from the outside perspective, it was not until these violent excesses of the early 1920s that the 

Ruhr was perceived as a socio-political entity and an independent political actor.4 

In my dissertation, I investigate the memory of the 1920 Ruhr Uprising and the so called „Red 

Ruhr Army“ from the Weimar Republic to the present day. Against the background of the 

changing social and political conditions of the investigation period, transitions and continuities 

in the perception of this highly controversially discussed historical event are taken into account. 

In the center of the study stands the question of which groups have promoted which socio-

political and/or regional identities through the commemoration of the Ruhr Uprising, and to 

what extent and in which ways these concepts of identity were linked to one another. In terms 

of a “second-degree history”5, the dissertation can therefore be located within the research field 

of cultural memory studies. 
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Spring 1920: Kapp-Putsch, Ruhr Uprising and the „Red Ruhr Army”6 

With the Versailles Treaty coming into force in January 1920, the socials democratically led 

German government had to drastically reduce its military forces, including the dissolution of 

the so called „Freikorps“, the right-wing paramilitary units that have been used by the German 

government to put down communist uprisings throughout the first months of the Weimar 

Republic. As a reaction, under the command of general Walther von Lüttwitz, the highest 

ranking Reichswehr general back then, the Freikorps „Marinebrigade Ehrhardt“ marched into 

Berlin, occupied the government quarter and overthrew the democratic Weimar government, 

installing Wolfgang Kapp as the new chancellor. As the vast majority of Reichswehr 

commanders refused to fight back the putsch by taking up arms against their fellow Reichswehr 

comrades, the government was forced to flee from Berlin to Stuttgart. Before leaving the city, 

social democratic members of the government had issued a call for a general strike that was 

also supported by most German unions. With about 12 Million workers and officials on strike, 

production and administration were brought to a standstill, which helped bring down the coup-

attempt as soon as 17 March. 

Throughout 1919 there had already been several violent clashes between Freikorps and Ruhr 

workers who were striking and protesting for higher wages, socialization of key industries as 

well as democratization of military and administration. In March 1920, workers from the Ruhr 

took up arms to fight back the Freikorps troops that were installed in and around the region, 

whom they assumed to be supporting the military coup in Berlin. At the rail station of Wetter, 

a rather small town in the Ruhr area, an arriving advance party of the infamous Freikorps 

Lichtschlag was attacked and disarmed. Following this first victory, the remaining forces of the 

Freikorps Lichtschlag were defeated two days later in Dortmund, whilst the city was brought 

under the control of the revolting workers. A so called „Red Ruhr Army“ with an estimated 

strength of about 50,000 armed workers was formed, that within days managed to drive out the 

military forces and to seize power on a regional scale. In many parts of the region, local left-

wing workers´ parties had decided to form spontaneous alliances against the putsch and worked 

together in the newly built local „executive councils“. Nevertheless, it was only a matter of time 

until the existing political differences between them would break through again, as the aims 

pursued reached from fighting off the putsch and re-installing the former government, over 

fundamental socio-political reforms and a wide-reaching cleansing of military and 

administration of anti-democratic forces, up to winning political power by the „dictatorship of 
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the proletariat“. With headquaters in Hagen and Mülheim and a “Central Committee of the 

Workers´ Councils” established Essen, the movement also did not have a common leadership, 

but competing centers with different political orientations. 

After the putsch had failed and the end of the general strike had officially been declared on 22 

March, the armed workers were more and more conceived as a threat towards the re-installed 

legitimate government. Negotiations between representatives of the German government and 

the Red Ruhr Army were held, resulting in the Bielefeld Agreement that contained an 

understanding over disarmament. The agreement led to a division of the revolting workers: 

Moderate forces from Hagen supported it, whilst the executive councils of Mülheim and 

Hamborn rejected it and the council in Essen called for renegotiation. Ultimately, the agreement 

did not only fail due to a lack of acceptance among the syndicalist and radical left-wing workers 

of the western Rhein-Ruhr area but – particularly – due to provocative actions of the regional 

military commander, general Oskar von Watter, and his troops. Watter, already a red rag for 

the Ruhr workers, had refused to take a clear stand for the legitimate government throughout 

the first days of the putsch, which made him even more suspicious of secretly sympathizing 

with it. When he unauthorizedly tightened the provisions of the ultimatum regarding the 

disarmament of the workers, his behavior was widely conceived as a provocation of military 

action. 

Finally, Reichswehr units marched into the Ruhr area to quell the uprising on 2 April 1920. 

Paradoxically, these forces also contained units that had supported the putsch only days before 

and who proceeded against the Ruhr workers with considerable brutality: Mass arrests and 

summary executions, the mistreatment of prisoners, the installation of drumhead trials followed 

by the imposition and execution of death sentences. Even though the social democratic 

president Friedrich Ebert had forbidden summary executions, these practices did not stop until 

general Watter commanded his troops to refrain from „unlawful behavior“ on 12 April. 

Overall, 273 Freikorps members have lost their lives throughout the events, whereas the number 

deaths on the side of the revolting workers can only be broadly estimated at 1,000 to 2,000 – 

the majority of them having been killed in the wake of the military entry in April 1920. 

 

Contested memories – contested narratives 

From the very beginning, the 1920 Ruhr Uprising and its bloody suppression have been subject 

to different interest groups´ conflicting narratives and interpretations. While in the direct 

aftermath of the events, in many parts of the Ruhr area communist, socialist and social 

democratic actors initially organized joint commemoration ceremonies for the fallen workers, 



the memory of the Ruhr Uprising and the „Red Ruhr Army“ was soon transformed into a 

predominantly communist memorial event. Especially in the Ruhr area, the communist party 

KPD has generated a strong and attractive narrative by combining political and regional 

concepts of identification. The Ruhr workers, having fought and died for the fulfillment of 

(communist) revolutionary hopes, to briefly outline the main narratological motives, were 

characterized as the vanguard of the entire German proletariat – as a historical analogy to the 

well admired 1871 fighters of the Paris Commune. However, these stories of success and 

bravery only marked one side of the coin. The other, dealing with the suppression of the Red 

Ruhr Army, provided the necessary identification models to bring together tales of heroism 

with the painful experience of failure and defeat: The heroic Ruhr proletariat was portrayed as 

a martyr – as a victim of betrayal (via the Bielefeld Agreement and its advocates, namely social 

democratic representatives), being exposed to and left alone in its fight against a revengeful and 

barbarous enemy (the Freikorps).  

It is this balancing act, that can be seen as decisive for the success of this narrative. While in 

social democratic resp. republican narratives of the 1920 events, questions of guilt and failure 

were often raised with a wagging finger towards the Ruhr workers, the communist interpretation 

provided them with positive modes of identification only, sourcing out notions of guilt and 

responsibility for defeat. In terms of Cultural Trauma theory, the catastrophic defeat of the Red 

Ruhr Army marked the process that fundamentally questioned the core of the Ruhr workers‘ 

common identity, whereas the gap between the event and the collective´s previous self-

perception was successfully bridged by the narrative offered by the communist party and its 

proponents. With view to the large-scale commemorative acts at the graves of the victims of 

the summary executions in Pelkum, for example, which brought together workers from all over 

the Ruhr area, the regional orientation of this memory-making becomes evident. To conclude 

with, in the Ruhr area the commemoration of the Ruhr Uprising and the „Red Ruhr Army“ has 

not only become an attractive offer of regional identity, but also a powerful political instrument 

to challenge the Weimar Republic and its promoters – most notably the Social Democrats. 

 

With this brief insight into the questions and findings of my dissertation project on the 1920 

Ruhr Uprising as a matter of contested memories and narratives, I have intended to exemplarily 

emphasize the analytical benefits of the Cultural Trauma approach for my research. As could 

be shown by this example, the theoretical framework of Cultural Trauma is a well fit tool to 

describe strategies of and necessities for successful memory-making. Another highly interesting 

aspect that can be accessed and analyzed with the help of Cultural Trauma theory is the process 

of destruction, reframing and reinterpretation of existing narratives and commemorative 



practices on the Ruhr Uprising by the National Socialists after their seizure of power in 1933. 

In a paper published in the yearbook of the Minerva Institute for German History based in Tel 

Aviv, I have argued that positive modes of identification for the Ruhr workers were generated 

with motives of the Ruhr workers as the back-bone of German wealth and strength. The gap 

between the event and the existing self-perception was again bridged by sourcing out questions 

of guilt and failure regarding the 1920 events – only this time to an enemy outside the German 

„Volksgemeinschaft“, by promoting anti-Soviet, later anti-Semitic, interpretations.7 
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