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Ottokar Luban (Berlin, Germany)

Rosa Luxemburg and the Founding of the Communist International
(revised version of a paper presented at the 
8th historical materialism annual conference in London, 10-13 November 2011)
The story is well known to scholars of the Comintern history: At the Moscow socialist congress in March 1919 from the beginning on the German delegate Hugo Eberlein announced to vote against the founding of a Communist International following the order of Rosa Luxemburg and the central committee of the German Communist Party (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands - KPD). On behalf of the KPD Eberlein argued at the conference against the founding of a new Socialist International: Since there were only very weak socialist or communist parties or even only tiny sect like groups and no left socialist mass parties – except in Russia – the planned socialist or communist international, the III International, would be only a new bureaucracy but no organization with an international proletarian mass base. A detailed analysis of the caucus participants’ origins confirms Eberlein’s opinion:  Most of the delegates had no mandate of their socialist home country group or party but were prisoners of war or individual socialists having traveled to Russia to support the revolutionary development in Russia or to visit the caucus as guests. No non- Russian participant could witness a mass base in his or her home country. But nevertheless in a long debate all the speakers addressed to Eberlein to give up his objections against the founding of a Communist International. Finally Eberlein was persuaded not to reject the founding resolution but to abstain.
 

Since that time historians and socialist politicians discussed, often vigorously, the question whether Luxemburg would have joined the Communist International or not.
 But let’s consider the facts looking especially at the new information from the archive records which are now open for all scholars since the Perestroika in Russia und the unification of Germany. 
Some results of this new research have been published recently in an excellent volume on the Comintern founding congress by the scholars Wladislaw Hedeler (Berlin, Germany) and Alexander Vatlin (Moscow, Russia) as authors and editors. They present in their introduction a profound analysis, also carefully edited minutes and a rich collection of numerous relevant documents (all in the same volume). Some of them are published for the first time like letters to Lenin by Tchitcherin (Dec. 28, 1918), by the KPD leader Leo Jogiches (Febr. 4, 1919) and by Trotsky (March 9, 1919) to the Spartacists in Germany.

Other crucial documents concerning the relations between the German Communists and the Bolsheviks have been published or evaluated in some of my essays like letters by one of the Spartacist leaders Kaete Duncker to her husband Hermann (Sept. 15, 1918), to Lenin by Angelica Balabanova (Oct. 19, 1918) and by Radek (Jan, 24, 1919) and a hand written report by the Polish Communist Henryk Walecki on his talks with Luxemburg and Jogiches in November, December 1918.
 
But wasn’t Rosa Luxemburg convinced that the II International has broken down? Indeed, after the outbreak of World War I and the approval of the war policy of the involved governments by almost all socialist parties of the II International Luxemburg soon – like Lenin
 - wrote in her Junius-Brochure of the “sudden disintegration of the [Socialist] International”, and of the “surrender of the international social democracy”.
 At the end of 1915 Luxemburg and Liebknecht worked on the phrasing of Leitsätze (guiding lines) for her left radical group, the Group International, later Spartacus Group, since November 1918 Spartacus League. There we find the appeal for a new Socialist International. This new International should decide on the main political issues of the socialist labor movement. The duty to follow the resolutions of the Socialist International should have highest priority. Socialist parties which would not act according to the resolutions of the new International should be expelled.
 Some historians like recently the doyen of the Rosa Luxemburg research in Russia Jakov Drabkin saw these guiding lines as a pattern “of a strictly centralistic organization with hard duty for discipline”.
  

But looking on further sentences in the Leitsätze and on later comments by Luxemburg another picture is developing. Luxemburg puts the emphasis not on the organization – the bureaucracy - but on the activity of the proletarian masses who will decide finally on the revolutionary politics. The party leadership only will give the frame of socialist goals. The deciding role of the proletarian masses was so much emphasized in an essay in the Spartacus Letter of summer 1916 that the Swiss Social Democrat Robert Grimm, one of the leaders of the Zimmerwald movement (a heterogeneous international socialist antiwar network), asked very angrily whether the Luxemburg-Group intends to let disappear all of the – already very loose - organizational frame and to leave the proletarian masses for acting alone.
 

From the middle of 1916 until September 1918 for several reasons the founding of a new Socialist International was not really on the agenda of the left socialist groups and parties though some attempts were made. It was not sooner than at the end of September 1918 that the Bolsheviks started with first preparations for a congress of a new Socialist International.
 At the end of December 1918 Lenin urged the organizational and theoretical steps for the coming event.
 Karl Radek who succeeded in crossing the borders from Russia to Germany in the middle of December 1918 tried to win the Spartacus leadership in Berlin for signing a joint appeal for the founding of the Communist International. But on January 24, 1919 he had to confess in a letter to the Bolshevik leaders Lenin, Tchitcherin and Sverdlov that he failed to convince the Communist leadership though he promised to continue his efforts.
  
Radek’s further attempts were in vain. On February 25th, 1919 the official newspaper of the KPD Die Rote Fahne (The Red Flag) published the appeal for the Moscow congress in March 1919 - but without the signature of the KPD central committee. After the murder of Luxemburg and Liebknecht the KPD leadership now headed by Leo Jogiches the long year close comrade of Rosa Luxemburg had decided to send Hugo Eberlein and Eugen Leviné as KPD delegates to the international Moscow meeting with the order to vote against the founding of a Communist International. But only Eberlein could cross the border and reach Moscow. Very late, on April 27th, 1919 the “Red Flag” printed a report on the Moscow congress with the arguments of Eberlein and the KPD central committee against the founding of the Communist International telling, too, that the founding resolution was approved almost unanimously by the international socialist delegates and that the German delegate finally declared to join the Communist International “in the name of the German proletariat.” In spite of the pathetic phrasing this publication expressed the distance of the German communists to this political event. 
It is interesting to look at the arguments of the German communist leaders as reported by Radek in his letter of January 24th, 1919 to Lenin: “Here [in Berlin] the issue of the [founding of the] III International is evaluated very skeptically though the people living here agree with us principally. They don’t believe that in the next future anything can be done successfully concerning organizational questions.”
 

It is quite unknown that the KPD received financial support not only from the deposit left by the ambassador Joffe in November 1918 but already at the end of January 1919 from the Bolsheviks in Russia. When the messenger of the KPD Central Committee Eduard Fuchs returned from Moscow to Berlin after meetings with Lenin and other Russian comrades he brought money and jewelry for the German Communists.  Leo Jogiches the informal Communist head after Luxemburg’s and Liebknecht’s murder sent a letter to Lenin in early February 1919 with a report on the KPD development and a request for further financial support.
 In spite of this financial support the German Communist leaders did not fulfill the will of the Bolsheviks for the approval of the founding of the Communist International but they kept their strong independence.   

When at the end of 1918 Lenin urged the founding of a Communist International he wanted to compose the future founding manifest not only from his own draft but also from the Spartacus program which was written by Rosa Luxemburg in December 1918. At that time Lenin already knew that the group around Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht, the Spartacus League, from December 31th, 1918 on the Communist Party of Germany, had no great influence on the German proletarian masses. Nevertheless the leaders of the German left radicals Rosa Luxemburg, Karl Liebknecht, Clara Zetkin and Franz Mehring had a great reputation in the international labor movement and - from Lenin’s point of view – still a great revolutionary potential. This encouraged Lenin in expecting a further revolutionary development in Germany into the direction of a socialist seize of power under the leadership of Liebknecht and Luxemburg. That’s the reason why Lenin emphasized so much the participation of the German Communists in the coming meeting of international left radical socialists. We can imagine how disappointing it was for Lenin when in March 1919 at the founding conference in Moscow the only German Communist delegate Hugo Eberlein announced on behalf of the KPD his disapproval with the founding of a Communist International.

The reason for the differences on the question of the Communist International was deeply fundamental. Luxemburg had a very different position on the character of a socialist proletarian movement and on the role of its leaders in comparison to Lenin and also in contrast to the bureaucrats of the old Social Democratic Party of Germany, the SPD.  A socialist organization should have its emphasis always in the proletarian masses. And she missed this necessary mass base in the intended III International. How could the new Communist International act efficiently and in a democratic way if there were no proletarian masses on its side?  
She was arguing for her basic democratic concept from her polemics with the Bolsheviks in 1904 and 1911 on to her critique of Lenin’s and Trotsky’s revolutionary politics in 1918. She stayed to her democratic principles until her death what is witnessed not only in her manuscript on the Russian revolution, but also by her Spartacus Program (December 1918) and in a – yet unpublished - internal hand written report by her Polish party comrade Henryk Walecki. On the other hand she appreciated the courage of the Bolsheviks and their attempt to make the first steps towards a socialist society in a very difficult situation.  And this appreciation of hers was really honest and not only formal. But for her the Russian Bolshevik revolutionary way went into a wrong direction. She found it necessary to criticize frankly to avoid further mistakes. “…it is impossible to be completely silent” as she wrote to her Polish comrade Bratman-Brodowski in September 1918.

Luxemburg would not have accepted the founding of a Communist International as long as there was no mass base. For her this kind of International like the new III International was only a bureaucracy: leaders, functionaries without the proletarian masses (except in Russia). Such a kind of a Socialist International would bear in it the danger, even a high probability, of undemocratic decisions made by a bureaucratic organization. Typical for Luxemburg’s idea of a Socialist International was a phrase she expressed at an illegal meeting of the Spartacus Group in March 1916: “The International is not a little number of people but it is the masses.” 

We know from many situations that she could stay very consequently to her principles. She never would have accepted the Bolshevik Comintern policy neither that of the early years and of cause not at all that of the Stalin time. With the influence of Rosa Luxemburg the Comintern would have had a much greater chance to follow a basic democratic way, a real socialist way.
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