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Abbreviations and Acronyms

AAU - Allgemeine Arbeiter-Union, ‘unionist’ organisation of an ultra-leftist
tendency.

ADGB - Allgemeiner Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, workers’ trade-union
confederation.

AfA — Allgemeiner freier Angestelltenbund, white-collar trade-union
confederation.

Agit-prop — Department of the Central Committee for propaganda and
agitation.

Bezirk — Party district; grouped together to form Oberbezirk, subdivided into
Unterbezirk.

BL — Bezirksleitung, Party leadership in a district.

Comintern — Communist International.

DMV - Deutscher Metallarbeitverband, metalworkers’ union.

IKD - Internationale Kommunisten Deutschlands, organisation of the ‘left
radicals” in 1918, successor to the ISD.

Inprekorr — Internationale Presse-Korrespondenz, Comintern information bulletin.

ISD — Internationale Sozialisten Deutschlands, organisation of the ‘left radicals’
before 1918.

ISR — Red International of Labour Unions.

KAG - Kommunistische Arbeitsgemeinschaft, group organised by Levi and
his supporters in the summer of 1921.

KAP (or KAPD) — Kommunistische Arbeiterpartei Deutschlands, left-
Communist party founded in 1920.

KJVD — Kommunistischer Jugendverband Deutschlands, organisation of the
Communist Party youth.

KO - Kampforganisation, combat group of the KPD(S).

KPD - Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands, name of the Communist Party
from November to December 1920 and after August 1921.

KPD(S) — Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands (Spartakusbund), name of
the Communist Party from January 1919 to November 1920.

KPO (or KPD-O) Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands (Opposition),
organisation of the ‘right” Communists, with Brandler, after 1929.

Leninbund — Lenin League, organisation of the ‘left’” Communists, with
Urbahns, after 1928.



x ¢ Abbreviations and Acronyms

Oberbezirk — See Bezirk.

Orgburo — Organisation Bureau of the Zentrale.

Orgesch — Organisation Escherisch, extreme right-wing terrorist group.

Orgleiter — Party member with organisational responsibility.

Polburo — Political bureau of the Zentrale.

Polleiter — Communist Party member with political responsibility.

Profintern — Red International of Labour Unions.

SAP (or SAPD) — Sozialistische Arbeiterpartei Deutschlands, left Social-
Democratic Party from 1931.

SED - Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands, party formed from the fusion
of the Communist and Social-Democratic Parties in East Germany.

SPD - Sozialistische Partei Deutschlands, name of the Social-Democratic Party
until 1922.

Teno — Technische Nothilfe, technical emergency service, organisation of
strike-beakers.

Unterbezirk — See Bezirk.

USPD - Unabhédngige Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, Independent
Social-Democratic Party.

USPD (Linke) — Independent Social-Democratic Party (Left), name of the
Independent Party from the Halle Congress to the Fusion Congress with
the KPD.

VKPD - Vereinigte Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands, name of the United
Communist Party from December 1920 (fusion with the USPD) to August
1921 (Jena Congress).

VSPD - Vereinigte Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, name of the
United Social-Democratic Party after the reintegration of the Independents
in 1922.

Zentrale — Centre, leadership of the Communist Party, composed of leading
members resident at the centre.

Zentralausschuss — Central Committee, broader leadership body of the Party

including representatives from the various regions.



Eric D. Weitz

Foreword to the English Edition

Pierre Broué’s history of the German Revolution
is a remarkable achievement. Written long before
key archives became available in the 1990s, Broué
managed to write a detailed and moving history of
the radical Left in Germany amid the conflagration
of war and revolution. Written in France, The German
Revolution was also a product of the global left-
wing upsurge of the 1960s and early 1970s, a period
when many activists and academics began to
rediscover and rewrite the history of the Left from
the founding of the Second International in the 1880s
to the antifascist resistance movements of the 1940s.
The years that Broué covers in depth were those of
the most widespread popular insurgency in Europe
since the revolutions of 1848. They were marked
by the carnage of World War I, the great antiwar
strikes in so many European countries, the Russian
Revolutions of 1917, and the swell of revolutions and
class-based civil wars that ran all across the continent
from 1918 to 1923. These were the years also when,
in the wake of the Bolshevik Revolution, Communist
Parties were founded and the Social-Democratic-
Communist split became virtually unbridgeable.
For Broué, the Bolshevik Revolution remained
the correct model of revolutionary practice and V.L
Lenin the key strategist and thinker. The tragedy in
Germany was that it lacked comparable leaders and

a sufficiently developed consciousness among the
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workers. While the German Left had its powerful figures and devoted,
experienced activists, they could never constitute a strong enough nucleus
within the labour movement and, in any case, failed to work out a consistent
and effective revolutionary strategy. Broué writes of the many heroic struggles
of German workers: the antiwar strikes of 1917 and 1918, the revolutionary
overthrow of the Imperial government in 1918, the waves of strikes and armed
uprisings that continually punctuated the period from 1918 to 1923. But the
ultimate defeat in 1923 was a world-shattering event. It marked not only the
end of any hopes for a socialist Germany in this period. It also meant that
the Bolshevik Revolution would remain isolated. Left to its own devices, the
Soviet Union turned in on itself. In Broué’s account, the degeneration of the
revolutionary movement into Stalinism was a result not of the ideological
and political presuppositions of Leninism, but of the historical defeat of
the working class abroad, especially in Germany. Had the German proletariat
triumphed, Germany’s higher technical and cultural levels would have
contributed mightily to the development of socialism in the Soviet Union and
beyond. The defeat of 1923 was world-shattering in another sense: its
reverberations came in 1933 with the counterrevolution triumphant, the rise
to power of Hitler and the Nazi Party.

Broué provides a wealth of fascinating detail. He uses to great effect virtually
all the materials that were accessible to him at the time, including long-
forgotten memoirs and newspaper accounts. His narrative is often gripping:
the great working-class upsurge that overthrew the Imperial government in
November 1918, the debates within the Spartacist group leading up to the
founding of the Communist Party of Germany (KPD) in the very first days
of 1919, the struggles for the possession of the streets and factories, the
continual back and forth between the emissaries of the Russian Communist
Party and their German counterparts. There are also trenchant biographical
portraits. For Broué, Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht were, of course,
the main figures, and despite certain criticisms, his admiration of them is
untrammelled. Their assassinations in 1919 marked an irreparable blow to
the young Communist Party still struggling to find its bearings. He also
evaluates highly their successor as head of the KPD, Paul Levi, despite his
split with the Party in 1921. These are well-known figures; what is even more
striking in Broué’s text is the many portraits of lower-level leaders and activists,
the cadres who kept the Party going despite its many defeats.

The German Revolution was written in the 1970s, when academic scholarship

on the German labour movement and the German Revolution was in its boom



Foreword to the English Edition < xiii

phase. In French, Broué’s work stood almost alone.! But scores, and even
hundreds, of studies appeared in German and English in this period. Most
depart sharply from Broué’s key analytical points.

The scholarship of from the late 1960s into the 1980s was fuelled largely
by the development of social history, which turned the analytical gaze from
high politics and élite members of society to the common people. In West
Germany, ‘historical social science’, emanating preeminently from Bielefeld
University, provided the dominant paradigm.? In the English-speaking world,
the great inspiration came from E.P. Thompson’s The Making of the English
Working Class.® The English-language scholarship especially brought workers
into play as agents of their own history, while the German-language scholarship
focused more on the structural constitution of class society and the constraints
and possibilities of popular activism. Despite the huge variety of individual
works in both languages, the result by the 1990s was an infinitely richer
depiction of the conditions of working-class life and the characteristics of
labour activism.* East-German historical research helped this trend by producing
some works that were empirically rich, but overall, the discipline of history
was too wedded to official régime interpretations of the past to really contribute
to the excitement and innovations in scholarship.’

But another result, totally unanticipated in the social history scholarship
of the time, was to call into question the very concept of class and the notion

of the proletariat as a more or less homogeneous actor in history.® In Broué’s

! The exceptions in French are the works of Gilbert Badia, such as, Le Spartakisme,
les dernieres années de Rosa Luxemburg et de Karl Liebknecht, 1914-1919 (Paris: 1’Arche,
1967).

2 A good example dealing specifically with labour is Jiirgen Kocka, Klassengesellschaft
im Krieg: Deutsche Sozialgeschichte 19141918 (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
1973).

> E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (New York: Pantheon,
1964).

* The grand syntheses in German are contained in the series, Geschichte der Arbeiter
und der Arbeiterbewegung in Deutschland seit dem Ende des 18. Jahrhunderts, edited
by Gerhard A Ritter. For the period covered by Broué’s study, the relevant volume
is Heinrich August Winkler, Von der Revolution zur Stabilisierung: Arbeiter und
Arbeiterbewegung in der Weimarer Republik 1918 bis 1924 (Berlin: J. H. W. Dietz Nachf.,
1984).

® Notable examples of East German scholarship on German labour include Erwin
Konneman and Hans-Joachim Krusch, Aktionseinheit contra Kapp-Putsch (Berlin: Dietz,
1972), and Hartmut Zwahr (eds.), Die Konstituierung der deutschen Arbeiterklasse von
den dreissiger bis zu den siebziger Jahren des 19. Jahrhunderts (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag,
1981).

¢ For the best critique, see Katheeln Canning, ‘Gender and the Politics of Class
Formation: Rethinking German Labor History’, American Historical Review, 97, 3, 1992:
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account, there is a working class in the singular, just as there is a capitalist
class in the singular. Each has its own interests, which are unmediated
reflections of their respective positions in the class hierarchy. But most of the
academic scholarship demonstrated that the working class was a highly
complex entity, divided by gender, skill, religion, region, and politics. The
Social-Democratic and Communist Parties presumed to speak for the working
class, but their relationship to their class base was always tenuous. The parties
sought to channel, educate, and discipline their members; they were not just
the unmediated expression of the working class, which, in any case, hardly
existed in the singular.”

By all accounts, the workers councils were the key institutions that emerged
in the German Revolution, as they had been in the Bolshevik Revolution.
Much of the historical debate has centred on the question of just how radical
were the councils.? Broué is deeply attentive to the political conflicts within
the labour movement in the early months of the Revolution, but he most
definitely upholds the radical potential of the councils. By the end of the
scholarly wave in the late 1980s, a far more restrained view had become
predominant. In this reading, the councils were never revolutionary; most of
them simply turned over day-to-day power to state bureaucrats and backed
the Social-Democratic Party. In the wake of the disasters of World War I, the
vast majority of the councils simply sought to administer an orderly transition
to a new democratic government and a peacetime economy.’ Yet Broué is
correct, it seems to me, to emphasise the potential of the councils, and not just
their immediate conservatism."” Certainly, there is evidence enough of efforts
to turn them into effective agencies of power, if not in the immediate weeks
and months of the Revolution, then during the socialisation strikes in spring
1919 and the general strike that defeated the Kapp Putsch in spring 1920.

736-68, and idem, Languages of Labor and Gender: Female Factory Work in Germany,
1850-1914 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994).

7 For an account of the prewar labour movement that reflects this position, see Eric
D. Weitz, Creating German Communism, 1890-1990: From Popular Protests to Socialist
State (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), pp. 18-61, and, generally, David
E. Barclay and Eric D. Weitz (eds.) Between Reform and Revolution: German Socialism
and Communism from 1840 to 1990 (New York: Berghahn Books, 1998).

8 The two important, early works that stimulated the debate were Eberhard Kolb,
Die Arbeiterrite in der deutschen Innenpolitik (Diisseldorf: Droste, 1962), and Peter von
Oertzen, Betriebsrite in der Novemberrevolution (Diisseldorf: Droste, 1963)

? For this position, see Winkler, Von der Revolution zur Stabilisierung.

10 See also Weitz, Creating German Communism.
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For all his attentiveness to the manifestations of popular protest, Broué
misses one central element that has been highlighted in the scholarship since
around 1990: women'’s activism, notably around issues of consumption, but
also in the workplace." Clearly, this is a result of the surge in women’s and
gender history over the last few decades. Broué is fixated on the workplace
and the working class. Yet there was a whole realm of popular activism in
marketplaces, unemployment offices, and coal depots. No less than the police
forces and civilian officials, the overwhelmingly male leadership of the trade
unions and workers’ parties had no idea how to address these protests. They
could envision the new society based on labour’s participation and control
over the production process, but they could not imagine how a new society
could be built upon women’s protests. Later, the KPD would also develop
an uneasy and unclear relationship to such efforts. It sometimes supported
any manifestation of protest against the existing society, but its proletarian
heart remained committed to the mines and factories as the sites of ‘real’
activism."

And what about the Party itself? The KPD was the first mass-based
Communist Party to emerge outside of the Soviet Union. The Soviet leaders
placed enormous hopes on a German revolution. The German comrades
basked in the glow of these expectations. Until the disastrous defeat of 1933,
they ranked just behind the Russians in the Comintern. But the KPD also
came increasingly under the sway of the Soviets, as was the case with all
Communist Parties around the globe. This, too, was a result of the great defeat
of 1923. Ironically, here Broué is in line with commentators such as Hermann
Weber, who view the Stalinisation of the KPD as developing very early and
as substantially complete by 1928." More recent histories, situated more firmly
in the social history of the German working class, have challenged this

' See, for example, Ute Daniel, Arbeiterfrauen in der Kriegsgesellschaft: Beruf, Familie
und Politik im Ersten Weltkrieg (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1989); Karen
Hagemann, Frauenalltag und Minnerpolitik: Alltagsleben und gesellschaftliches Handeln
von Arbeiterfrauen in der Weimar Republik (Bonn: J.H.W. Dietz Nachf., 1990); Karin
Hartewig, Das unberechenbare Jahrzehnt: Bergarbeiter und ihre Familien im Ruhrgebiet
(Munich: Beck, 1993); Atina Grossmann, Reforming Sex: The German Movement for Birth
Control and Abortion Reform, 1920-1950 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995);
and Belinda Davis, Home Fires Burning: Food, Politics, and Everyday Life in World War
I Berlin (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000).

12 See Weitz, Creating German Communism, pp. 188-232.

3 Among many other works, see Weber’s magnum opus, Die Wandlung des deutschen
Kommunismus: Die Stalinisierung der KPD in der Weimarer Republik, 2 vols. (Frankfurt
am Main: Europdische Verlagsanstalt, 1969).
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approach.” Instead, they have argued that the character of the KPD had very
much to do with domestic social and political factors. Notably, the urban
working-class milieu in Germany decisively shaped the KPD, partly by giving
it its activist hue, partly by solidifying a split between Social Democrats
and Communists that ran through local communities and the workplace as
well as the political parties. Other factors, like the tendency to view the
male proletarian as the essential actor and male combativeness as the key
revolutionary virtue, also decisively shaped the nature of the KPD, and these
characteristics had roots in Germany and Europe as well as in the Soviet
Union. In other words, it is too narrow a perspective to view the history of
German Communism through the lens of Moscow. It is one of the great virtues
of Broué’s study that he explores in intricate detail German developments at
the level of both high politics and popular activism. But, after 1923, he argues,
the history of German Communism was determined in Moscow. In fact, there
was always a complex interaction between Comintern and Soviet régime
directives, on the one hand, and the proclivities and practices of German
Communists, on the other.

A great deal has changed in the world since the original French publication
of The German Revolution. Communist régimes no longer exist in Europe, and
few are their advocates. The confidence in the triumph of socialism and
communism that animated Broué’s work is shared by fewer and fewer people.
The political field has become vastly more complicated with the decline of
traditional parties in Europe, including those of the classical labour movement,
and the rise of new social movements, such as feminism and environmentalism.
Scholarly controversies are different from those that fuelled the many studies
on German labour from the late 1960s into the 1980s. German Communist
archives are open for investigation, and have enabled scholars to write much
more finely-honed depictions of the KPD and its successor, the Socialist Unity
Party (SED). Yet Pierre Broué’s study remains a highly valuable contribution
to the literature and a testament to what a creative scholar can produce even
without the free run of the archives.

14 See Klaus-Michael Mallmann, Kommunisten in der Weimarer Republik (Darmstadt:
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1999), and Weitz, Creating German Communism.
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Preface

In 1970, in the great lecture theatre of the Polytechnic
Museum in Moscow, one of the main cities of the
United Socialist States of Europe, a history lecture is
being given dealing with the Russian Revolution
which opened the way for the victory of socialism
in Europe. The professor-fitter has just recalled the
difficult conditions of the struggle during the first
years of the Soviet state, the obstacles created by the
rural and backward nature of the country and its
initial isolation. He explains:

If the revolution in the West had been delayed
too long, this situation could have led to an
aggressive socialist war by Russia, supported
by the European proletariat, against the capitalist
West. This did not happen because the proletarian
revolution was by this time already knocking at

the door owing to its own inner development.!

After a long period of instances of dual power,
especially in Germany, the capture of power by
workers’ councils in several industrial centres
gave the signal for a bitter civil war from which the
German workers emerged victorious. But this victory
unleashed an attack by the capitalist governments
of France and Poland. The Red Army of the Soviet
Union responded, whilst the imperialist regiments,

! E. Preobrazhensky, From NEP to Socialism, London, 1973, p. 99.
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undermined from within by revolutionary propaganda, melted in the fire of
the German Revolution. Now it was the turn of the French and Polish workers
to rise. The European revolution triumphed, and the United Socialist States

of Europe were established. The lecturer concludes:

New Soviet Europe opened a fresh page in economic development. The
industrial technique of Germany was united with Russian agriculture, and
on the territory of Europe there began rapidly to develop and become
consolidated a new economic organism, revealing enormous possibilities
and a mighty breakthrough to the expansion of the productive forces. And
along with this, Soviet Russia, which previously had outstripped Europe
politically, now modestly took its place as an economically backward country

behind the advanced industrial countries of the proletarian dictatorship.?

In 1922, the young Communist leader Preobrazhensky imagined that this
would be how, half a century later, a new generation would be taught about
the unfolding of the final struggle, the first episodes of which his contemporaries
were living through. It was still no more than a picture of the future presented
in the form of a literary fiction. However, a year later, one of the main leaders
of Soviet Russia, the President of the Communist International, Grigory
Zinoviev, wrote in Pravda, the central organ of the Russian Communist Party,

a series of articles on the coming German Revolution:

The German events are developing with the inexorability of fate. The path
which it took the Russian Revolution twelve years to cover, from 1906 to
1917, will have taken the German Revolution five years, from 1918 to 1923.
In the course of the last few days, events have speeded up even more. First
of all, the ‘coalition’, then the ‘grand coalition’, thereafter the Kornilov
episode, the cabinet of specialists, of personalities, and now, once again
something like a ‘grand coalition” — in short an endless whirlwind of
governments. This is what was happening ‘above’. But ‘below’, the masses
are seething with excitement, and the fight which, in a short period, will
decide Germany’s future, is about to begin. The proletarian revolution is
knocking at Germany’s door; you would have to be blind not to see it. The
coming events will have a world-historical meaning. Very soon, everyone will
see that this autumn of 1923 is a turning-point, not just for the history of

Germany, but for the history of the whole world. With trembling hands, the

2 Ibid., p. 123.
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proletariat is turning the vital page of the world-wide struggle of the
proletariat. A new chapter is opening in the history of the proletarian world

revolution.®
The President of the International added:

The key fact is that the German Revolution will have a powerful industrial
base. ... In this sense, Lenin’s words remain correct: ‘In Western Europe’,
he said, ‘and above all in countries like Germany, it will be much more
difficult to begin the proletarian revolution than in Russia. But it will be
much easier to continue and complete it.” ... The German proletariat no
longer runs the risk of taking power prematurely. The conditions for the
victory of the proletarian revolution in Germany have long been ripe. . ..
The German Revolution will have the advantage of the full assistance of
the Russian experience, and it will not repeat the mistakes of the Russian
Revolution . .. As for the wonderful energy which twenty million German
proletarians, steeled, educated and organised, will be able to display in the
final struggle for socialism, we cannot yet have the remotest conception

of it.4

Lenin and his comrades in the Bolshevik Party led in Russia a revolution
which in their eyes was only a struggle of the vanguard. But the main battle
did not take place, and the Russian vanguard remained isolated. The German
Revolution — the decisive phase for all revolutionaries of the time — finally
failed, after five years of ups and downs.

Since that time, many commentators have drawn conclusions which suited
their ideology or their politics; some have seen the superior revolutionary
qualities of the Russian people, the new Messiah; others have discovered the
deep democratic sentiments — or alternatively, the congenital militarisation —
of the German people; and all have noted the illusions of the utopians who
believed they could transplant into a Western country, in the heart of an
advanced society, the experience of the Russian October Revolution.

Writing on the eve of the Second World War, an eminent Germanist judged
that the aborted German Revolution had consisted of ‘no more than a disturbed
interval of which the cause could be discovered in the temporary crisis

of nervous disequilibrium produced by the physical privations of the

* G. Sinowjew (G. Zinoviev), Probleme der Deutschen Revolution, Hamburg, 1923, pp.
1-2.
* Ibid., pp. 7-11.
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war, and the physical collapse consequent on the defeat and collapse of the
Reich’.> Others had tried to explain the Paris Commune by what they called
‘the mass psychosis of the besieged’. But this author, apparently attached to
the democratic ideal, gave a more specifically political explanation of the

failure of the revolution:

Very rapidly, the organised German worker understood the fundamental
difference which separated Germany from Russia, and sensed the irreparable
catastrophe that would have been produced in Germany, a land of developed
and scientifically organised industry, by the sudden establishment of full-

blooded communism such as had been achieved in Russia.®

It seems worthwhile to recall these comments, inasmuch as, in fact, the
revolution in Germany was supplanted by a counter-revolution which, a few
years later, under the name of Hitlerism, was to launch on the world an
assault of barbarism such that we may wonder to what other ‘catastrophe’
it could be compared, even by an ‘organised worker’! We shall encounter the
men of this counter-revolution in the course of our pages: Faupel, the staff
officer who tricked the delegates from the soldiers” councils, and who, twenty
years later, was to command the Condor Legion in Spain; Canaris, the naval
officer who assisted the escape of one of the murderers of Rosa Luxemburg,
and twenty years later was to command the Abwehr; the political officer,
power behind the throne to better-known generals, Major Kurt von Schleicher,
briefly Chancellor in 1932; and also Adolf Hitler and Hermann Goering,
Krupp, Thyssen and L.G. Farben. The battle fought in Germany between 1918
and 1923 shaped our past, and undoubtedly weighs on our present.

It also concerns our future. From 1918 to 1923, in revolutionary Germany,
the struggle was not street-fighting and the storming of barricades everyday;
it was not waged exclusively with machine-guns, mortars and flame-throwers.
It was also, and above all, the hidden struggle in the factories, the mines, the
community centres, the unions and the parties, in public meetings and
committees, in political and economic strikes, in street demonstrations, polemics
and theoretical debates. It was a class struggle and above all a struggle within
the working class; what was at stake was the building, in Germany and in
the world, of a revolutionary party which was fully determined to change

®> H. Lichtenberger, L’Allemagne nouvelle, 1936, p. 12.
¢ Ibid., pp. 11-12.
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the world. The road leading to this goal is neither straight nor simple, nor
even easy to perceive. Between ‘ultra-leftism” and ‘opportunism’, between
‘sectarianism’ and ‘revisionism’, between ‘activism’ and ‘passivity’, the German
revolutionaries toiled greatly, and in vain, to trace their path to the future, to
discover, sometimes through their own negative experiences, sometimes in
the successful example of their Russian comrades, the means to ensure the
seizure of power by the working class in their country.

Many of the key documents we needed to illuminate this attempt were
lacking: political necessities have, for the time being, condemned them to lie
dormant in archives to which we have been refused access. Far from the
least of the problems posed in this narrative of the aborted birth of a ‘mass’
communist party is the role played by the Communist International, and,
within that International, by the Bolshevik Party in power in Russia.
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Chapter One
The Battlefield

Today we have one soldier in five, in a few years
time we shall have one in three, by 1900 the
army, hitherto the most outstandingly Prussian
element in Germany, will have a socialist majority.
That is coming about as if by fate. The Berlin
government can see it happening just as clearly

as we can, but it is powerless.

Thus Friedrich Engels, the companion-in-arms of
Marx, and with him the founder of scientific socialism,
wrote in the early 1890s in his analysis of the prospects
before the German workers” movement. He envisaged

only one remaining serious obstacle — war:

A war would change all that. . .. But if war is
to break out ... one thing is certain. This war,
in which 15 to 20 million armed men would
slaughter one another and devastate Europe as
it has never been devastated before — this war
would either lead to the immediate triumph of
socialism, or it would lead to such an upheaval
in the old order of things, it would leave behind
it everywhere such a heap of ruins, that the old
capitalist society would become more impossible
than ever, and the social revolution, set back by
10 or 15 years, would only be all the more radical

and more rapidly implemented.!

! F. Engels, ‘Socialism in Germany’, in K. Marx and F. Engels, Collected Works, Volume
27, Moscow, 1990, pp. 240-5.
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Engels thus expected Germany to be at the centre of the battlefield on which

proletariat and bourgeoisie would face each other in the final conflict.

An advanced capitalist country

Marx and Engels considered that the preconditions for socialism were
predicated upon the development of the forces of production within the
capitalist system, the numerical increase and concentration of the proletariat,
and the ability of the proletariat to develop its class consciousness and forms
of organisation. According to this analysis, Germany at the start of the twentieth
century was one of those advanced countries in which the prospects for
victory of the revolution were both closest and most realistic.

Germany experienced a profound economic transformation in the closing
years of the nineteenth century and the opening years of the twentieth. Its
natural resources in coal, the basis of an industrial economy at that time, its
extremely rapid demographic expansion, which had resulted by 1913 in a
population of 67.8 million, and its long-established commercial development
which had accumulated the necessary capital for an industrial revolution that
had raised Germany within a few decades into the ranks of the most advanced
capitalist countries. With a production of 190 million tonnes in 1913, Germany
was the second-largest coal producer in the world. With a production of 27
million tonnes of iron — which was not sufficient to meet its needs — Germany
held the first place in Europe. Its coal and potash mines — 10 million tonnes
being extracted in 1913 — enabled it to reach the first rank with the output of
its chemical industry. From 1890 onwards, Germany was the first European
state to undertake on an industrial scale the exploitation of the new sources
of energy, electricity and the internal combustion engine. On the eve of 1914,
it led Europe in the production of electrical appliances. Not only was German
industrial preponderance so clearly marked that in this field it could be
compared only with the USA, but it showed a remarkable capacity for using
new technologies and procedures. No other country had initiated a system
of scientific research so closely linked to industrial applications. In research
laboratories and in establishments of technical education, Germany was in

the vanguard of progress and of the scientific organisation of production.?

2 P. Renouvin, L'Empire allemand de 1890 a 1918, Volume 1, pp. 11-25.
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The German economy, like the British or the American, can serve for the
study of the imperialist phase of capitalism, even though the belated character
of its development meant that it lacked a colonial empire like that of France
or Britain. In 1913, the value of its external trade was 22.5 million marks,
double that of France, and 85 per cent of that of Britain.® It had commercial
connections with the entire world, and as it could no longer absorb all of its
products in its internal market, it sought outlets for them across the globe.

An incomplete bourgeois revolution

The German state is a very recent creation. For a long time it was a question
only of ‘the Germanies’. The movement of nationalities which shook Europe
in the nineteenth century seemed in 1848 to be drawing Germany along the
road of realising its unity by revolutionary means. But the German bourgeoisie
had neither the boldness nor the confidence in its own strength of the French
bourgeoisie in 1789. Threatened by the proletarian movement which was
taking shape on the extreme Left of the democratic movement, it preferred
security behind the ramparts of the monarchical state to a popular-democratic
adventure. It made its choice between political liberalism and the profits
which the unification of the country under the Prussian fist ensured. It has
been said that German unity was erected in the years 1852-57 ‘on coal and
iron’,* and that ‘Saint Manchester was the godfather at the baptism of the
new Reich’. But it was the Prussian army, led by Bismarck, which inscribed
German unity in the reality of frontiers and law. In this way, Prussia stamped
on unified Germany the imprint of its double aspect, that of the triumphant
bourgeoisie more absorbed in the pursuit of profits than in ‘sterile political
games’, and that of the landed gentry of the East, the junkers in their helmets
and boots, whose arrogance and military strength were to make Europe
tremble after the 1860s.

This double aspect could be seen in the complexity of the Imperial
Constitution. The Reich was not a unitary state; it was a federation, made up

of twenty-five states — from Prussia, which had more than half the population

* Ibid., p. 17.
* A parody of Bismarck’s remark that Germany would be unified by ‘blood and
iron’. [Translator’s note.]
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and nine-tenths of the mining and metallurgical resources, to tiny principalities
of 50,000 inhabitants, by way of Bavaria, Saxony and Wiirttemberg with a
few million inhabitants, and the three ‘free cities’ of Hamburg, Bremen and
Liibeck.” Each of these states retained its own constitution. Prussia had its
king, who was also the German emperor. Bavaria, Saxony and Wiirttemberg
had their own kings, Baden and Hesse their grand dukes, and the free cities
their senates. Each had legislative assemblies, with a nominated upper chamber
and an elected lower chamber. The electoral system varied from one state to
another: Wiirttemberg adopted universal suffrage, while Baden gave the right
to vote to all who paid taxes. In Bavaria and Hesse, one could vote if one
paid a charge. The Landtag in Prussia was elected by a complicated system
of “classes’ into which electors were grouped according to their property.® In
Cologne in 1908, this system gave the same electoral weight to 370 rich electors
in the first class as to 22,324 electors in the third — as well as, in the 58th
section of Berlin in 1903, to a certain Herr Heffte, a manufacturer of sausages
and the single elector in the first class, the right to form a class for himself
alone”

The Imperial government was in charge of matters concerning the whole
country: foreign relations, the army and the navy, post and telegraphs,
commerce, customs and communications. The Emperor, who wielded very
extensive executive powers, delegated them to an Imperial Chancellor
responsible to him. Legislative power was shared between the Bundesrat,
made up of delegates from the states, and the Reichstag, a national assembly
elected by universal suffrage. In practice, the way in which the constituency
boundaries were drawn (which favoured rural electors), the custom of holding
elections on workdays (which prevented many wage-earning electors from
going to the poll), ‘official’ candidatures, and the absence of payment for
deputies, restricted the effectiveness of the electoral principle. The powers of
the Reichstag were constrained. It could not initiate legislation, it could not
pass any without the agreement of the Bundesrat and it could not depose
the Chancellor even when a majority of its members opposed him.?

®> Renouvin, Volume 2, op. cit., p. 104.

¢ Ibid., pp. 105-6.

7 A classic example, taken from H. Moysset, L'esprit public en Allemagne vingt ans
apres Bismarck, Paris, 1911.

8 Renouvin, Volume 2, op. cit., p. 107.
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This régime — neither parliamentary nor democratic — was characterised,
moreover, by the dominant position of Prussia in the Imperial government.
The King of Prussia was the Emperor and the Prussian Prime Minister was
the Imperial Chancellor. The seventeen Prussian delegates to the Bundesrat
could stop any measure which displeased their government, from which they
received an imperative mandate.” Nothing was possible in the Reich without
the agreement of this government, which itself was the product of the ‘class’
electoral system in the Prussian Landtag. Prussia continued to be the bastion
of a warrior-aristocracy of junkers. The officer corps was a proud caste of
warriors combining the arrogance of a feudal baron with the superiority of
a technician. They personally pledged allegiance to the Emperor, and were
convinced that they had been entrusted with a sacred mission to defend the
state. The junkers formed the overwhelming majority of the higher cadres in
the state, and their mentality prevailed in the military hierarchy. It was the
same in the Imperial bureaucracy. The federal civil servants were mostly
Prussian, cast in the same mould as the military chiefs, whose conception of
authority and whose arrogance they shared. It was to this caste that the
Emperor could hand over absolute power by decreeing martial law — ‘a state
of siege” — which suspended all constitutional liberties and guarantees, and
installed nothing less than a military dictatorship.

A pre-socialist society

In reality, this political structure was an enormous anachronism in relation
to the country’s social evolution: one of the contradictions which makes
revolutions necessary. The social structure of Germany presented all the
characteristics of a society ready for socialism. Whereas, in 1871, one-third of
the Germans lived in cities, two-thirds did so in 1910. The population, of
which the overwhelming majority consisted of working-class people, was
concentrated in very large cities, of which, in 1910, 23 had more than 200,000
inhabitants. Greater Berlin had 4.2 million, Hamburg 930,000, Munich and
Leipzig 600,000, Cologne 500,000, Essen and Diisseldorf between 300,000 and
350,000, and Bremen and Chemnitz between 250,000 and 300,000.° In central
and southern Germany, there were many small and medium-sized peasant

¢ Ibid., p. 109.
10 Renouvin, Volume 1, op. cit., pp. 69-70.
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holdings, but over the territory as a whole there were 3.3 million agricultural
workers, and the large estates, of which 369 included more than 1,000 hectares
each, covered a quarter of the whole cultivated area." This medieval survival
created the possibility of the alliance, dear to Marxists, between the urban
proletariat and the poor peasants, the rural proletariat.

By dispossessing the middle bourgeoisie, and monopolising the instruments
of production in a few hands, the concentration of the economy in the hands
of a few industrial magnates seemed to have created the conditions for the
socialisation of industry. Mining was dominated by Emil Kirdorf, the chairman
of the Gelsenkirchen mines and director of coal syndicate of Rhineland-
Westphalia, which in 1913 controlled 87 per cent of coal production.”” The
Fritz Thyssen Konzern was a model of vertical concentration, it possessed coal
and iron-ore mines, blast furnaces, rolling mills and metalworking plants.
Krupp employed over 70,000 workers, of whom more than 41,000 worked in
its establishments in Essen alone. This was effectively a closed city, with its
own streets, police force, fire brigade, and 150 kilometres of internal railways."
In the chemical industry, Badische Anilin employed over 10,000 workers in
Ludwigshafen.!* The rest of chemical production was controlled by two firms,
the fusion of which in 1916 was to lead to the birth of I.G. Farben.' Electrical
equipment was dominated by Siemens and by Rathenau’s AEG, which in the
Berlin region employed 71,000 workers in ten plants. Two shipping companies,
the Hamburg-Amerika Line and the Norddeutscher Lloyd, provided 40 per
cent of maritime transport.'®

The fusion of banking capital with industrial capital was more thorough
than anywhere else, except in the USA. The banks dominated economic
activity, and 74 per cent of banking business was concentrated in five large
establishments in Berlin."”

The magnates — Kirdorf, Thyssen, Krupp, Hugenberg, Stinnes, von Siemens,
Rathenau, Ballin and Helfferich — formed the top of a very thin stratum, some
75,000 heads of families representing between 200,000 and 250,000 persons,

1 Ibid., p. 71.

12 Ibid., p. 31.

B G. Raphael, Krupp et Thyssen, Paris, 1925, p. 211.

* Renouvin, Volume 1, op. cit., p. 27.
C. Bettelheim, L'Economie allemande sous le nazisme, Paris, 1946, p. 67, n. 2.
Renouvin, Volume 1, op. cit., pp. 28, 65.
17 Ibid., pp. 32-3.
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whom we may regard, with Sombart, as the rich bourgeoisie, whose annual
incomes exceeded 12,500 marks. With the middle bourgeoisie, consisting of
650,000 heads of families and between 2 and 2.5 million people with annual
incomes of 3,000 to 12,000 marks, these upper, governing classes formed no
more than around four or five per cent of the population. At the other end
of the social scale, Sombart calculated that in 1907 there were 8.64 million
industrial workers, 1.7 million wage-earners in trade and transport, and 2.3
million minor white-collar workers in industry and trade, about 12.5 millions
in all. He drew the conclusion that the proletariat, in the broad sense of the
term, including women and children, made up between 67 and 68 per cent
of the total population. At the end of his study of German society, Edmond
Vermeil stated that ‘on the eve of 1914, the Germany of Wilhelm II was a
country three-quarters proletarianised’.®

The general increase in the standard of living had been to the advantage,
and then only up to 1908, of a relatively thin layer of highly-skilled workers,
a real ‘labour aristocracy’,” the role of which is by no means always a
conservative one, because many socialist educators and organisers have
emerged from its ranks. However, the German proletariat had nothing in
common with the still immature, wretched and prostrate proletariat which
filled the factories at the beginning of the industrial revolution. Relatively
well-educated, familiar with technology and machines, with a sense of collective
work and responsibility, with a taste for organisation, the German proletarians
were modern workers, able to defend their immediate interests, to devote
themselves to militant activity, and to become conscious of a society which
treated them merely as tools, and also aware that their solidarity made them
into a force which could change their lives and that of the petty bourgeoisie,
who capitalist concentration crushed, and who they judged, with some reason,
could become their allies in struggle.

8 E. Vermeil, L’Allemagne contemporaine, sociale, politique, culturelle (1890-1950),
Volume 1, Paris, 1952, pp. 92—4.

¥ Henri Burgelin writes that ‘it is possible that certain categories of workers,
especially the unskilled, did not see any increase in their real standard of living’ (La
Société allemande, 1871-1968, Paris, 1969, p. 91). Since 1934 no new study has covered
the material dealt with in J. Kuczynski’s Die Entwicklung der Lage der Arbeitschaft, Basel,
1934.
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War or revolution

The general features of Germany as an advanced capitalist country and its
political structure ensured that it was a battlefield favourable to the workers’
struggles. Not only was the working class the only social force able to complete
the democratic revolution in Germany, by destroying the anachronistic power
of the landed aristocracy and the privileges of the army and the state
bureaucracy, but in the course of this struggle the working class was inevitably
led to present its own candidature for the succession to the old ruling class,
and to demand power for itself in the name of all the exploited. The struggle
to democratise political life, for the extension of universal suffrage, required
that the constitutional framework be broken; it called for a class struggle
which could end only in an armed struggle and in the violent destruction of
the officer corps, the bulwark of the state. Article 68 of the Constitution clearly
expressed its very essence, because it excluded the hypothesis of a peaceful
transformation by the parliamentary road, it was the opposite of that suggested
by the evolution of the political structures in Britain at that time.

From this point of view, the conditions — military, social and political — in
which German unity had been achieved, the efforts of Bismarck simultaneously
to preserve the power of the junkers and to expand the bourgeoisie’s field of
operations, resulted in Germany being deprived of those safety-valves that
operated in other advanced countries: a political structure based upon universal
suffrage, parliamentarism and a democratic ideology. In other words, the
rulers of Germany deprived themselves of the most effective means of protecting
capitalist property.

The international position of German imperialism suffered from the same
insecurity. Germany’s industrial development took place in a period when
the riches of the world were nearly all shared out, and German imperialism
was denied the advantage of having those extra safety valves, namely markets
in the colonial empires which other powers dominated. Historians usually
emphasise the role of Anglo-German competition as one the main factors
which caused the Great War. Indeed, from 1890 onwards, Great Britain
experienced the first signs of the decline of its world leadership. The USA
and Germany surpassed it in terms of production in several departments.
Its exports were more and more exclusively directed towards industrially
backward countries, and on this ground Britain ran up against German
industry. Germany, the second industrial state in the world, was almost sure

of winning in conditions of free competition, but a large part of the world
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was closed to its direct expansion. And at the same time, the colonial empire
which it needed could not be formed without a fight. The Anglo-German
rivalry in the field of naval armaments has to be considered from this angle,
as has the systematic opposition of British diplomacy to the establishment of
German supremacy in Europe. The stake in the struggle was a world too
small for the needs of the contenders. This struggle arose out of the need
of capitalism itself to expand. War was inevitable now that the division of
the world was completed, and the pressure of the latest-comer, German
imperialism, called this into question. From the beginning of the century,
the choice was between civil war and world revolution, or imperialist war,
which, as Engels had foreseen, could in turn be transformed into revolution

and civil war.

Nationalism or socialism

In 1912, the Congress of the Socialist International in Basel agreed afresh on
a declaration which outlined the tasks of the International, its constituent
parties and the working class in each country in the case of the outbreak
of war:

If war is declared, the working classes in the countries affected, as well as
their parliamentary representatives, have the duty to mobilise their forces
to prevent hostilities from breaking out, with the support of the coordinating
activity of the International Bureau, by applying those means which will
seem the most effective to them, means which evidently will vary according
to the more or less aggravated turn which the class struggle may take and
in relation to the general political situation. If, in spite of their efforts, war
should break out, their duty is to struggle actively for a speedy end to the
fighting, and to make every effort to use the economic and political crisis
which the war causes to rouse the people, and in this way to speed up the

abolition of the rule of the capitalist class.?

% Text of the amendment moved by Lenin and Luxemburg at the Stuttgart Congress,
in J. Braunthal, Geschichte der Internationale, Volume 1, Hanover, 1961-3, pp. 370, 372.
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The ruling classes in Germany, confronted with such a socialist, internationalist,
proletarian position as this, in a country increasingly mechanised homogenised
and proletarianised, and where the industrial proletariat held such an important
place, was obliged on pain of death to ‘reconcile the proletariat with the
Reich” — to use Vermeil’s phrase* — by convincing the proletariat that it was
an integral part of the national community. This is the meaning of the efforts
expended by the apostles of “social Christianity’, such as Monsignor Ketteler
or the Reverend Stocker, of the ‘national socialism’ of Friedrich Naumann,
or the ‘social policy” of Wilhelm I1.* Here we have the role of the nationalist
ideology, based on the feverish and anxious national feeling of a people which
had had to fight for national unity before seeing this unity bestowed upon
it, on pride in its gigantic economic achievements, on the superior culture of
‘a chosen people’, and on a feeling of frustration as a power that had come
too late to the division of the world. Education, the press and propaganda
conveyed this message.

Vermeil has shown how national socialism and Hitlerite anti-Semitism had
their roots in the efforts of the ruling classes to tear the proletarian masses
away from any internationalist, revolutionary ideology. At the opening of the
twentieth century, anti-Semitism (which August Bebel called ‘the socialism
of fools’) had been the means for diverting the anger of the petty bourgeoisie
who were crushed by the development of big capital, and were threatened
with being driven down into the proletariat. The ruling classes in Germany
had no other means of surviving than by going forward to conquer the world,
and no other way to win over the proletariat but to lead it — as Vermeil
writes — ‘into the ambience of fanatical nationalism’.?

Marxists considered that the first stages on the road to the socialist
revolution in Germany were the struggle for the class consciousness of the
proletariat, and the organisation of the proletariat as a class in the socialist
party, a section of the International. Nobody can dispute that Engels’s optimism
could be justified by the successes which had been won on this road, and, in
the first place, in the building of that great workers’ organisation, the German
Social-Democratic Party, as it was before 1914.

2 Vermeil, op. cit., p. 114.
2 Ibid., pp. 101, 104.
3 Tbid., p. 114.



Chapter Two

Social Democracy Before 1914

The split between Social Democrats and Communists,
the basis for which had existed since August 1914,
when almost every socialist party supported its
government on the outbreak of the First World War,
and which was realised in 1919 with the establishment
of the Communist International, has projected a
distorting light on the history of the International.
Many writers, politicians and historians who have
attempted to discover the roots of this significant
split treat it as a phenomenon which could have been
foreseen. Although the tensions and debates within
the International prior to 1914 were implicit pointers
to a split, few if any socialists desired a schism. The
Russian Bolshevik faction, the nucleus of the future
world Communist movement, regarded itself as no
more than a Russian faction constructing a workers’
social-democratic party — which in the language of
those times meant ‘revolutionary Marxist’ — in the
given historical conditions of the empire of the Tsars.
When Lenin was polemicising in 1905 against Peter
Struve, he angrily denied that he wanted to split the
Party:

When and where did I call the ‘revolutionism
of Bebel and Kautsky” opportunism? When and
where did I ever claim to have created any sort
of special trend in international social democracy
not identical with the trend of Bebel and Kautsky?
When and where have there been brought to
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light differences between me, on the one hand, and Bebel and Kautsky, on
the other — differences even slightly approximating in gravity the differences

between Bebel and Kautsky, for instance, on the agrarian question in Breslau?

The indignation of the Bolshevik leader in 1905 was legitimate. Despite many
discussions and differences, he maintained this attitude until 1914, and let
slip no occasion to pay homage to German Social Democracy, the model of
that ‘revolutionary social democracy” which he wished to construct in Russia,
in opposition to those he regarded as the opportunists, whom he wished to
exclude from the Party only because they denied the necessity for its existence
and wished to ‘liquidate’” it.

A model of revolutionary social democracy

Lenin believed up to the Stuttgart Congress in 1907 that German Social
Democracy ‘had always upheld the revolutionary standpoint in Marxism’.?
When he condemned the German delegates at that congress for their
opportunism, he concurred fully with Kautsky’s criticism of them. He
maintained this position right up to the eve of the First World War. On
6 August 1913, he ended an article in Pravda devoted to the life and work of
August Bebel with these lines:

The period of preparation and the mustering of working-class forces is in
all countries a necessary stage in the development of the world emancipation
struggle of the proletariat, and nobody can compare with August Bebel as
a brilliant personification of the peculiarities and tasks of that period. Himself
a worker, he proved able to break his own road to sound socialist convictions,
and became a model workers’ leader, a representative and participant in

the mass struggle of the wage-slaves of capital for a better social system.?

On 4 April 1914, Lenin sharply criticised the opportunist positions which the
trade-union leader Karl Legien had defended during his visit to the USA,
but he again hailed ‘the great services” performed by German Social Democracy,

! VI. Lenin, “The Two Tactics of Social Democracy in the Democratic Revolution’,
Collected Works, Volume 9, Moscow, 1972, p. 66.

2 VI Lenin, ‘The International Socialist Congress in Stuttgart’, Collected Works,
Volume 13, Moscow, 1978, p. 85.

® VI Lenin, ‘August Bebel’, Collected Works, Volume 19, Moscow, 1977, p. 300.
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its ‘strictly formulated theory’, its ‘mass organisation, newspapers, trade
unions, political associations’.*

Amongst those who were central to the founding of the Communist
International, perhaps Trotsky alone had glimpsed the destiny of German
Social Democracy. He wrote, after the 1905 Revolution, in his book Results
and Prospects:

The function of the socialist parties was and is to revolutionise the
consciousness of the working class, just as the development of capitalism
revolutionised social relations. But the work of agitation and organisation
amongst the ranks of the proletariat has an internal inertia. The European
socialist parties, particularly the largest of them, the German Social-Democratic
Party, have developed their conservatism in proportion as the great masses
have embraced socialism and the more these masses have become organised
and disciplined. As a consequence of this, social democracy as an
organisation embodying the political experience of the proletariat may at
a certain moment become a direct obstacle to open conflict between the

workers and bourgeois reaction.’

In fact, the criticisms of German Social Democracy from within the Second
International arose not from revolutionaries but from opportunists such as
the French Socialists. The German leaders had been the pupils of Marx and
Engels, their direct successors at the head of the world socialist movement.
No one could dispute the ‘right of succession” of men such as Kautsky® and
Bebel.” The latter personified the organisation of the German working class
in the period when capitalism was rapidly expanding. This worker, a turner
in the metallurgical industry, a deputy in the Reichstag in 1871, launched the

slogan ‘War on the Palaces’ at the very moment when Bismarck’s troops were

* VI. Lenin, “‘What Should Not be Copied From the German Labour Movement’,
Collected Works, Volume 20, Moscow, 1977, p. 257.

5 L.D. Trotsky, ‘Results and Prospects’, The Permanent Revolution and Results and
Prospects, New York, 1974, p. 114. He was later to write: ‘I did not expect the official
leaders of the International, in case of war, to prove themselves capable of serious
revolutionary initiative. At the same time I could not even admit the idea that the
social democracy would simply cower on its belly before a nationalist militarism.”
(L.D. Trotsky, My Life, Harmondsworth, 1979, p. 241.)

¢ See Karl Renner’s Karl Kautsky. Skizze zur Geschichte der geistigen und politischen
Entwicklung der deutschen Arbeiterklasse, Berlin, 1929.

7 There is as yet no biography of Bebel worthy of his historical significance. See his
memoirs, Aus meinem Leben, Berlin, 1910-14.
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helping those of Thiers to crush the fighters of the Paris Commune. Twice
imprisoned and twice sentenced, he was the soul of the resistance to the anti-
socialist laws in the last third of the nineteenth century, the patient builder,
the broad-shouldered fighter who tirelessly recruited, trained and convinced
crowds of workers, by his solid arguments and his calm confidence in the
struggle, that they must take their destiny into their own hands.

Fourteen years younger than Bebel was the Austrian, Karl Kautsky, born
in 1854. He embodied the intellectual ambition of scientific socialism. By the
side of Bebel the practitioner, he was the theoretician, the scholar, who gave
clear guidance to the party and the masses alike. In Switzerland, he had
edited the Sozialdemokrat, which activists distributed clandestinely in Germany
at the time of Bismarck’s anti-socialist Exceptional Laws. He was a friend
and disciple of Engels, and continued in the columns of Die Neue Zeit, the
Party’s theoretical journal, the work of the founders of scientific socialism.
His adversaries called him the ‘Pope” of social democracy, and said that he
claimed to be infallible. The fact is that his authority was immense and his

prestige considerable. He seemed to be the agile brain of a firm arm.

A new universe

In forty years, despite persecution and prosecutions, the German Social
Democrats succeeded in organising the workers in every field, not merely in
respect of political action in every form, but also in respect of short-term
demands, and the organisation of the workers’ leisure pursuits, education
and culture. The activists of the SPD provided the working class with a
real organising framework. They were the Vertrauensminner, the trusted
representatives of the party in the localities or the workplaces, trade-union
delegates, and elected officials of trade unions, cooperatives and mass
organisations at all levels. Within the state and in opposition to it, the followers
of Marx and Engels constructed a party so powerful that it formed a real
state within the state.

The SPD had 1,085,905 members in 1914. In the legislative elections in 1912,
its candidates collected more than 4,250,000 votes. The trade unions which
it had brought into existence, and for which it provided the leadership, had
over two million members and an annual income of 88 million marks. Around
it, its activists knew how to build a broad network of parallel organisations;
these organised at different levels nearly all wage-earners, and extended into
every sphere of social life: associations of socialist women, the youth movement,
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people’s universities, libraries and reading societies, leisure organisations
and open-air movements, publishing houses, newspapers, journals and
magazines. This edifice rested upon the solid framework of a competent,
efficient administrative and technical apparatus, experienced in modern
methods of management and propaganda. On its 90 daily papers, the Party
employed 267 full-time journalists and 3,000 manual and clerical workers,
managers, commercial directors and representatives. The majority of the
leading members, especially the Executive (the Parteivorstand), and the central
offices, all the responsible people in the different states, and the majority of
the secretaries of the local organisations, were full-time functionaries of the
Party, professionals appointed by it, devoting all their time to it, as were
the majority of its elected representatives, its 110 deputies in the Reichstag,
the 220 deputies which it had in the various Landtags, and its 2,886 elected
municipal councillors. The leaders of the trade-union federations, the craft
unions or the local groups, who had themselves become professionals over
the years, were overwhelmingly members of the Party.

Such a large movement, organised on a class basis in Imperial Germany,
could not be regarded as a common-or-garden political machine, nor even
as the model of a ‘workers’ party’ in a parliamentary democracy. Ruth Fischer

wrote:

The German social democrats were able to realize a type of organization
that was more than a loosely knit association of individuals coming together
temporarily for temporary aims, more than a party for the defence of labor
interests. The German Social Democratic Party became a way of life. It was
much more than a political machine; it gave the German worker dignity
and status in a world of his own. The individual worker lived in his party,
the party penetrated into the workers” everyday habits. His ideas, his
reactions, his attitudes, were formed out of this integration of his person

with his collective.?

Whether considered as a world or a counter-society, German Social Democracy,
with its traditions, practices and ceremonies, sometimes similar to those of
religious bodies, provided not just a political attitude or a way of thinking,
but a framework, a way of living and of feeling. That is how we can explain

that tendencies as widely divergent as those personified by Eduard Bernstein

8 R. Fischer, Stalin and German Communism, Cambridge, MA., 1948, p. 4.
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and Rosa Luxemburg could coexist within the same organisation. That is how
we can understand why Luxemburg, the leader of the revolutionary wing of
German Social Democracy, could write in her polemic against the conception
of the party which Lenin developed in What Is to Be Done?: “The fact is that
the social democracy is not joined to the organisation of the proletariat. It is
itself the proletariat.”

Reform or revolution

Although the SPD was fully engaged in all the great battles of ideas in respect
of strategy and tactics which raged in the international workers’ movement,
its organisational unity was never affected.

Whilst the other socialist movements in Europe fragmented in quarrels
which often seemed Byzantine, German Social Democracy presented the
spectacle of a cohesive party in which all manner of tendencies cohabited,
the equivalents of which elsewhere would have taken the form of rival
parties. Since the fusion at the Gotha Congress of 1875 of Bebel and Wilhelm
Liebknecht’s Social-Democratic Workers” Party with Ferdinand Lassalle’s
General Association of German Workers, tendencies had arisen within the
SPD, tendencies in which a specialist of the French workers” movement would
easily have detected the German equivalents of ‘possibilists’, ‘Guesdists’,
‘Blanquists” and “Allemanists’. But they remained in the same party, and lived
in the same world, and this gave their disagreements a special complexion,
because debates which are settled by compromises, and which are to lead to
action, are more fruitful than dialogues of the deaf.

Marx had been worried by the important concessions which his followers
had made to Lassalle in the Gotha Programme.'” When, in 1878, Bismarck
tried to crush the young party under the blows of his Exceptional Laws, one
current in it declared itself in favour of accepting the restrictions which the
law imposed. But this current, inspired by Karl Hochberg, which presented
its ideas as being ‘realistic’, was quickly overcome by the Marxists. Without
rejecting either the possibilities for legal expression, however limited they

? R. Luxemburg, ‘Leninism or Marxism’, The Russian Revolution and Leninism or
Marxism?, Ann Arbor, 1961, p. 89.

10 Marx’s ‘Critique of the Gotha Programme’, which he wrote in 1875, was first
published by Engels in 1891. See F. Mehring, Geschichte der deutschen Sozialdemokratie,
Volume 2, Berlin, 1960, pp. 48-51.



Social Democracy Before 1914 « |7

might be (as the impatient elements, the forerunners of the future ultra-
leftists, proposed), the Social Democrats were also to wage an illegal campaign
of propaganda, agitation and organisation, which enabled the Party to continue
to grow despite the repression."

The socialists had to adjust their activities when the Exceptional Laws
were annulled in 1891. In opposition, on the one hand, to the ‘youth” who
advocated boycotting elections and a permanent policy of the offensive, as
well as, on the other hand, to the right wing of Georg von Vollmar who
wanted to reorient the Party towards “possibilism” and exclusively electoral
struggle, the leadership secured victory, in the programme adopted at the
Erfurt Congress, for the conception developed by Kautsky. Kautsky did not
renounce the maximum programme, the socialist revolution, which the
expansion of capitalism had made a distant prospect, but laid down that the
Party could and must fight for the demands of a minimum programme, partial
aims, and political, economic and social reforms, and must work to consolidate
the political and economic power of the workers” movement, whilst raising
the consciousness of the working class.'

In this way, the dichotomy was created which distinguished the maximum
programme — revolution and socialism — from the minimum programme of
reforms which could be realised within the framework of the existing capitalist
régimes. This separation was to dominate the theory and practice of social
democracy for decades.

The first serious attack on the theoretical level against the Marxist foundations
of the Erfurt Programme started in 1898, and originated from within the
leading nucleus of the Party, from a friend of Engels, an organiser of the
illegal press in the time of the Exceptional Laws. This was the ‘revisionism’
of Eduard Bernstein. He based himself upon his observations of the preceding
twenty years, during which capitalism had developed peacefully, and he
questioned Marx’s perspective that the contradictions of capitalism would
sharpen. At the same time, he questioned the philosophical foundations
of Marxism, dialectical materialism. Bernstein believed that socialism was
no longer the dialectical solution of these contradictions, imposed by the
conscious struggle of the working class. He now saw socialism as being the

result of the free choice of people, independently of their economic and social

1 Tbid., pp. 556, 577, 579-81.
2 Ibid., pp. 5634, 6768, 681-3.
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conditioning, as a moral option instead of a social necessity. He counterposed
to what he regarded as outdated revolutionary phraseology the realistic search
for reforms, for which the working class should sink itself into a broad
democratic movement with important sections of the bourgeoisie.”

The ‘Bernstein affair’, the debate which opened in this way, was both
very sharp and very rich. Kautsky devoted himself to refuting the economic
arguments of Bernstein,"* and by his side the group of radical defenders of
Marxism found a spokesperson of high quality in Rosa Luxemburg. She
breathed new life into the revolutionary forces when she proposed her own
interpretation of the Erfurt combination of minimum and maximum demands:
the dilemma of ‘reform or revolution” was meaningless, because the struggle
for reforms could only have revolutionary resolution, and could only be
carried out by Social Democrats with this perspective.”® The Dresden Congress
in 1903 closed the debate, at least formally, by condemning the attempt of
the revisionists to ‘replace the policy of conquering power through victory
by a policy which accommodates itself to the existing order’.'®

Nonetheless, the debate was to continue throughout the following years.
The Russian Revolution of 1905 struck the German Social Democrats like a
thunderbolt. Kautsky wrote that it was ‘the event which many of us had
come to believe to be impossible after we had waited in vain so long for
it".” It coincided with a spontaneous agitation within the working class which
culminated in the same year in the widespread unofficial strike of the Ruhr
miners.”® A new conflict developed between the trade-union full-timers and
the radical elements. The former, for fear of adventurism, tried to hold back
the workers” struggles, and refused to politicise them. The latter concurred
with Luxemburg that the ‘political general strike” was an effective means of
raising the political consciousness of large numbers of previously backward
workers, and was thus one of the essential weapons of the socialist movement.
Bebel’s motion on the political general strike was carried at the Jena Congress

B C.E. Schorske, German Social Democracy, 1905-1917, Cambridge, MA., 1955, pp.
16-20. See E. Bernstein, Die Voraussetzungen des Sozialismus und die Aufgaben der
Sozialdemokratie, Stuttgart, 1909.

14 Schorske, op. cit., pp. 19-20, and Kautsky, Bernstein und das sozialdemokratische
Programm, Eine Antikritik, Stuttgart, 1899.

15 Schorske, op. cit., pp. 21-2, and R Luxemburg, Sozialreform und Revolution, Leipzig,
1899.

16 Quoted by Schorske, op. cit., pp. 23-4.

17 K. Kautsky, Der politische Massenstreik, Berlin, 1914, p. 109.

8 Schorske, op. cit., pp. 35-7.
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in September 1905. The radicals seemed to have carried the day against the
new revisionists, who thereafter regrouped in the trade unions round Legien,
who, for his part, had announced that the general strike was ‘general nonsense’.

In reality, the battlefield had changed during these few years. The congress
debates no longer reflected it faithfully, as the real battle was developing in
a muffled way within the Party and trade-union apparatus. At the Mannheim
Congress in 1906, the trade-union leaders won the support of Bebel for a
resolution which placed the trade-unions and the Party on a basis of equality,
by providing for obligatory consultation between the two organisations on
matters of common interest.”’ This annulled the vote at Jena. One of the radical
newspapers, the Leipziger Volkszeitung, could write: “The revisionism which
we killed in the party is reviving with greater vigour than ever in the trade
unions.””! Luxemburg summed up the new relations between unions and
Party in the phrase attributed to a peasant (the unions) who tells his wife
(the Party): “‘When we agree, you decide. When we don’t agree, I decide.””
The revisionist Eduard David rejoiced: ‘The short flowering of revolutionism
has, most fortunately, passed. . .. The party can now devote itself to positively
exploiting and extending its parliamentary power.’”

When the leadership of the SPD concluded the Jena compromise with the
leaders of the trade unions, it categorically turned its back on the Party’s
identification with revolution, and its references to revolution in the ensuing
debates were few and far between. From that time onwards, it was the ‘Centre’,
at an equal distance from the new revisionism — which was fed by the success
of imperialism and intended to adapt the party to what it called the ‘modern’
economy — and from radicalism, which was sustained from 1910 by growing
economic difficulties and by the workers’ strikes in response to them.

Moreover, the Party suffered a serious defeat in the general elections of
1907, and the leaders persuaded themselves that, before they could think of
important or lasting success, they must win the petty-bourgeois voters whom
they considered to be frightened by excessively revolutionary phraseology.
Kautsky was the theoretician of the centrist leadership. However, the debates

1 Ibid., pp. 42-4.

20 Protokoll iiber die Verhandlungen des Parteitages der Sozialdemokratischen Partei
Deutschlands, 1905, pp. 131-2.

2l Quoted in Schorske, op. cit., p. 52.

22 Protokoll iiber die Verhandlungen des Parteitages der Sozialdemokratischen Partei
Deutschlands, 1906, p. 315.

» Quoted in Schorske, op. cit., p. 53.
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on the national question and anti-militarism, not to mention those on
imperialism in connection with the Morocco affair, and on how to win electoral
reform and universal suffrage in Prussia, led to the emergence of an ever-
closer alliance between the Right and the Centre. This led to the coalescence
of a left-wing current which placed increasing emphasis on the problems of
the Party’s internal functioning, to the degree that, in 1912, it was accused of
factional activities.

The years of economic expansion in Europe had come to an end, and
Germany and its fellow European countries had entered a period of crisis
with the rise of inter-imperialist rivalries and the intensification of class
conflict. The SPD Centre remained sceptical of the chances of a revolution,
and was anxious about becoming involved in anything which could threaten
the unity of the Party at the moment when reformist practice was no longer
obtaining the reforms which justified it. It tried to contain all the centrifugal
tendencies by continuing legal day-to-day activities together with a formal
attachment to revolutionary perspectives, as it had done in the period of the

Erfurt Congress, but now in a very different context.

The Party bureaucracy

The analyses of sociologists such as Max Weber and Robert Michels,* and
the furious attacks by French Socialists such as Charles Andler, have contributed
to painting a somewhat schematic picture of German Social Democracy. They
tried to explain the victory of revisionism in its ranks by depicting the SPD
as a sclerotic, bureaucratised organisation, fundamentally conservative, tightly
subjected to an apparatus of politically-limited functionaries, and consequently
integrated into the society which it originally claimed to be struggling against
and transforming.

There is a real basis for these accusations. The Executive, which had been
strengthened at the demand of the radicals in the period of the struggle
against revisionism, was dominated by full-timers who in practice were not
subject to control. The Executive appointed and paid the local and regional
secretaries who made up the hierarchy which contained all the activity of the

# R. Michels, Zur Soziologie des Parteiwesens in der modernen Demokratie, Leipzig,
1911; ‘Die deutsche Sozialdemokratie. Parteimitgliedschaft une soziale Zusammen-
setzung’, Archiv fiir Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik, Volume 23, 1906, pp. 471-556.
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organisations in a fine-meshed net. Discipline was strict, and the elected
members or the representatives in the mass organisations were subject to
tight control in the Party fractions which the full-time members of the leadership
controlled. The Executive also nominated the candidates in elections, made
the careers of the full-timers, transferred functionaries, technicians, instructors
and journalists, and conducted the electoral campaigns, which were their
main business, like military operations.

Michels explained this complete centralisation of the apparatus and the
reign of strict discipline as the result of the victory of conservatism in the
ideology of the Party from 1906 onwards. However, these same characteristics
led Lenin to regard the German Party as the model of revolutionary social
democracy. In his opinion, Bebel and the activists of his generation had realised
the aim, which the Bolsheviks proclaimed but had not yet attained, of a
disciplined, centralised mass party which would constitute the framework
for a workers” army firmly led by a professional general staff. From this point
of view, German Social Democracy was the object of the somewhat envious
admiration of the few Russian émigrés who had the good fortune to familiarise
themselves with its functioning.

The contradiction existed only in appearance. Carl Schorske remarks in his
discussion of the sociologists and of Michels in particular: “The purposes for
which — and the circumstances under which — the bureaucracy was constructed
were far stronger forces for conservatism than the mere fact that the
functionaries were salaried.”” The professional revolutionaries who had built
the Bolshevik faction in order to bring revolutionary consciousness and social-
democratic organisation to the Russian working class did so in conditions of
illegality and repression which hardly gave them the possibility or even the
temptation to adapt themselves to, or to integrate themselves into, Tsarist
society. They had maintained their revolutionary objective, which might
have seemed even more remote than in Germany, in the forefront of their
general propaganda, whilst they strongly centralised their organisation — yet
no conservatism found its way into their daily practice. On the contrary, the
apparatus of German Social Democracy, which did not reject in principle its
long-term revolutionary objective any more than the Russian Bolsheviks,
was constructed entirely between 1906 and 1909.

» Schorske, op. cit., p. 127.
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In this period, it was seeking electoral effectiveness, to increase the number
of votes won and candidates elected, during a period of relative social calm
and reflux of the working class, and it was preoccupied with ensuring that
internal conflicts did not weaken its electoral impact, and that the revolutionary
phraseology of its radical wing or the demands of the least-favoured workers
did not scare off potential voters amongst the democratic petty bourgeoisie
and the most conservative strata of the workers. The revisionism of Bernstein
and the reformism of the leaders of the trade unions had taken root in an
economic conjuncture which encouraged optimistic beliefs in continued,
peaceful progress.

This was what Zinoviev was to do his best to demonstrate by means of a
study of the statistics which were published by the organisation in Greater
Berlin in 1907. He was trying, after the event, to explain the change in the
nature of the Party and the ‘treachery” of its leaders in 1914, and emphasised
that, at that date, the percentage of members who were definitely not wage-
earners — ‘self-employed workers” including proprietors of inns and taverns,
barbers, artisans, traders and even small-scale manufacturers — could be
estimated at 9.8 per cent. The specific political weight of these elements was
all the greater because the Party was orienting its electoral effort and adapting
its language in order to win this clientéle. The counterweight was insubstantial;
only 14.9 per cent of the members of the Party figure in the statistics under
the simple label of ‘workers’, or to be more precise, unskilled workers, who,
in fact, made up the mass of the working class.*

The core of the Party’s supporters was composed of skilled workers who
had a trade, whom Zinoviev called ‘the labour aristocracy’.*” It was from their
ranks that the Party’s full-time staff was recruited, an apparatus of some
thousands of privileged functionaries,® who often held more than one job
and salary, and controlled promotions in the Party’s apparatus — its press,
treasury and mass organisations — in brief, what Zinoviev called ‘the labour
bureaucracy’. He defined this as a caste which tried to hide the fact that it
existed, but which had its own clearly defined interests. Its aim was ‘order
and peace’, the social status quo, which gave an increasingly conservative
character to the Party’s policies. He drew the conclusion that the members

% G. Sinowjew (Zinoviev), Der Krieg und die Krise des Sozialismus, German edition,
1924, pp. 548-9. The first edition appeared in Petrograd in 1917.

7 Ibid.

# Estimated by Zinoviev at about 4,000 (ibid., p. 510).
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of this caste were, in reality, emissaries of the bourgeoisie within the ranks
of the proletariat.”

Carl Schorske arrived at a very similar analysis and conclusions, though
he formulated them differently, in his study of the manner in which

conservatism seeped into the party:

What the party functionary wanted above all else was peace and unity in
the organisation. In the riven condition of the party, this made him a natural
opponent of both criticism and change. And as the pressure for change came
increasingly from the left, the functionary identified himself increasingly
with the right.®

He stressed that this phenomenon could be sensed particularly in the
functioning of the Party, and especially in the preparation of the congresses.
The workers in the big cities, who generally were radicals, were swamped by
the representatives of less sharply proletarian and revolutionary organisations.
At the congress of the Land of Wiirttemberg in 1911, the 8,659 members of
the Stuttgart organisation, nearly all workers, were represented by 43 delegates,
whilst the 723 Party members in small towns and villages had 49 delegates.
In the same Land in 1912, the 17,000 members in Stuttgart and Cannstadt
had 90 delegates, whilst 5,000 others from non-proletarian centres had 224
delegates.’ The state executives accordingly relied for support on the majority
of delegates from semi-rural units, which felt more heavily the pressure of
the state and the ruling classes, and thereby held in check the local units in
the workers’ centres, in a framework very precisely based no longer on the
workplace but on the electoral constituencies.

Konrad Haenisch, who at the time was the radical editor of the Dortmunder
Avrbeiterzeitung in a stronghold of very radical miners, wrote to one of his
friends in 1910 that, ‘despite the unanimous and repeated votes of confidence
of the miners’ organisation’, his conditions of work had become so intolerable
under the control of those whom he called the "high bureaucrats [Oberbonzen]’
that he was going to give up his job. After being elected to a responsible post
by a conference of the Party, he was removed from it by the regional executive
at the direct demand of the trade-union full-timers.*

¥ Ibid., pp. 507, 532.

% Schorske, op. cit., p. 127.
31 Ibid., pp. 130-1.

2 Tbid., p. 134.
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A study of the composition of the supreme organ of the Party, its national
congress, reveals the same phenomenon. In 1911, 52 per cent of the members,
those in districts with more than 8,000 members each — in principle, the
working-class centres — were represented by only 27 per cent of the delegates.
The general ratio of representation varied from one delegate per 57 members
in the small units of the Party, to one delegate per 5,700 in those of the great
industrial cities.*® The industrial proletariat was under-represented in the
decision-making organisations, and this is not the least important cause of
the repeated defeats of the radicals in the congresses after 1905. This situation
was desired and systematically exploited by the men who held the levers of
command in the apparatus. Such men were often former proletarians whose
rise to professional functions amounted to a real social promotion.

Historically, the Social-Democratic bureaucracy was personified by Fritz
Ebert,* who became Secretary in 1906 at the age of 36, and Chairman of the
Party in 1913 after Bebel died. This former saddler, who joined the Party
when very young, had a noteworthy talent for organisation. At first, he was
a manual worker in the shipyards in Bremen, and then manager of a Party
canteen which was a centre of Social-Democratic propaganda. In 1900, he
was a full-timer, a member of the Party secretariat in Bremen responsible for
labour problems, where he won the reputation of being an efficient official.
When elected General Secretary, he made himself the champion of modern
methods of organisation, introduced telephones, stenographers and typists
into the dusty offices, multiplying reports and questionnaires, card-indexes
and circulars. Schorske writes of him: ‘Colourless, cool, determined, industrious
and intensely practical, Ebert had all those characteristics which were to make
of him, mutatis mutandis, the Stalin of social democracy.”*

It was Ebert who constructed the apparatus, and in whom the revisionists
finally placed their confidence. In 1911, he had the support of Legien and the
trade-union leaders against Haase — whom Bebel supported — for the succession
to the chairmanship vacated by the veteran radical Singer.*® He was defeated
on this occasion,” but was to succeed Bebel himself two years later, this time

3 Ibid., pp. 138-9.

* G. Kotowski, Friedrich Ebert. Eine politische Biographie, Volume 1, Wiesbaden, 1963.

% Schorske, op. cit., p. 124.

% Ibid., pp. 211-12.

¥ K.R. Collins, ‘“The Election of Hugo Haase to the Co-Chairmanship of the Prewar
German Social Democracy’, International Review of Social History, no. 2, 1968, pp. 174-88.



Social Democracy Before 1914 « 25

without difficulty. His lieutenants, the other bosses of the apparatus, seem at
first sight to be less dull. Otto Braun, of working-class origin, had belonged
in his youth to the left-wing opposition group which opposed the Erfurt
Programme. Later a journalist in Kénigsberg, he subsequently kept his distance
from the great theoretical disputes in the Party. The former compositor Philip
Scheidemann had become a journalist in Hesse; he was a talented agitator,
and passed for a radical until he was elected to the Executive, but he too had
stood back from the great debates, and did not speak at any of the three
congresses to which he was delegated between 1906 and 1911. In the Reichstag,
he became the Party fraction’s expert on stock-rearing.*

At first, one may feel surprised at the importance of the role which such
insipid personalities played in a movement as broad and as important as
Social Democracy. The fact is that Ebert, Braun, Scheidemann and the others
found themselves placed in what was in a certain sense a privileged position,
between opposed class forces. The economic transformation of Germany and
the relative social peace in Europe, interrupted only by the revolution in the
Russian Empire in 1905, the advances in social legislation, which were won
by Social Democracy and the trade unions, together with the prospects of
social advancement and individual success which the workers’” organisations
and their closed world offered to capable members of the working class, all
nourished the revisionist tendencies.

These tendencies were fundamentally opposed to Marxism, in particular
the tendency which favoured a ‘national-socialist’ movement, in which the
standard of living of the German workers was considered to be linked to the
prosperity of ‘its” capitalists and the expansion of German imperialism.

Such perspectives were developed in the wake of Bernstein’s revisionism,
but much more crudely and cynically, and without the idealism and the
moral preoccupations which inspired him.* These people were ‘socialists” for
whom the working classes were in league with capitalism, with its colonial
and military policies, defensive in principle, but offensive where necessary.
If the German Empire were drawn into a war, whether it be offensive or
defensive, the German workers could under no circumstances desire its
defeat.

% Schorske, op. cit., pp. 206-8, 280.

¥ Perspectives similar to those of Bernstein’s were developed and applied from
that time onward by the representatives of the current which Charles Andler called
‘neo-Lassallean’.
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Noske, a former woodcutter who had become a Party functionary and then
a deputy, expressed more clearly than anyone else this repudiation of the
very foundations of proletarian internationalism, when he declared in the
Reichstag that the socialists were not ‘vagabonds without a fatherland’, and
called on the deputies of the bourgeois parties to give the German workers
sound reasons for being soldiers of Germany.” The forces at work behind
Noske were not disguising themselves.

The junker and Prussian Minister for War, von Einem, grasped the
opportunity which this speech offered, and called upon Bebel to repudiate
the anti-militarist writings of his comrade, Karl Liebknecht.*' Indeed, it was
through Noske and the Prussian minister as intermediaries that the SPD was
to be brought to engage in the debate on the national question and, in particular,
the problem of national defence. The Imperial High Court was to pronounce
when it sentenced Karl Liebknecht to eighteen months in prison.*

% Schorske, op. cit., p. 77.

4 Tbid., p. 78.

42 W. Bartel, Die Linken in der deutschen Sozialdemokratie im Kampf gegen Militarismus
und Krieg, East Berlin, 1958, pp. 75-7.



Chapter Three
The Lefts in German Social Democracy

Before 1914, no Social Democrat, whatever his or
her occasional criticisms of the Party leadership,
would have dared to argue that it had abandoned its
class positions and the perspectives of its maximum
programme. However, it cannot be denied that a
radical bloc took shape on the Left. It was politically
confused, but it nonetheless showed the existence of
general unease.

Criticisms on this level were particularly numerous
and lively during the Party Congress in 1913. One
delegate came to the rostrum to declare that, in the
factories, many workers thought that the leaders
‘had become too close to bourgeois ideals’.! Another
declared: “Thanks to the process of consolidating the
organisation, of centralisation . . ., the comrades taken
individually now don'’t see the overall picture, and,
more and more, it is the full-timer, the secretary, who
alone has the power to control the whole mechanism.”

During the last years preceding the First World
War, moreover, there were growing signs of a deep
division between the leaders and the ‘led’, and a
constant deterioration in their relations. In 1910, amid
the discussion on electoral reform in Prussia, Vorwiirts
and Die Neue Zeit refused to publish the articles by

! Protokoll iiber die Verhandlungen des Parteitages der Sozialdemokratischen Partei
Deutschlands, 1913, p. 287.
2 Ibid., pp. 246-7.
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Luxemburg in favour of the mass strike, and thus created a significant
precedent for censorship by the Party leadership.’ In 1912, on the occasion
of a reorganisation of the editorship of Die Neue Zeit, Kautsky succeeded in
removing the function of writing the editorial of the theoretical journal from
the old radical Franz Mehring.* Then, in 1913, the executive procured the
expulsion of one of its sharpest critics, Karl Radek, by means of very poor
arguments and especially by a retrospective procedure unprecedented in the
practice of German Social Democracy.’

Moreover, at the same time, the opposition of those who at the time were
called ‘left radicals [Linksradikalen]” tended to depart from the loyal forms to
which it had hitherto been confined. In the debate on reforming the Party
institutions in 1912, Georg Ledebour and his radical deputy friends organised
what was effectively a faction on the Left. It was not without reason that
the Executive accused them of breaking discipline.® On the eve of the First
World War, the left-radical elements assembled themselves within the Party
organisations in which they enjoyed a strong presence. Fritz Westmeyer,
the radical leader in Stuttgart, brought in the radical Artur Crispien to edit
the Schwibische Tageblatt” Finally, the first issue of a bulletin published by
Julian Marchlewski, Franz Mehring and Rosa Luxemburg appeared in
December 1913, which was clearly intended to regroup the resolute left-wing
oppositionists.®

Brilliant but marginal personalities

History has essentially retained two names, those of Rosa Luxemburg and
Karl Liebknecht, whom their shared struggle during the First World War and
their tragic deaths during the same night of January 1919 were to link forever.
But, in reality, they are only two of the most important figures in a current
which separated itself step by step from the journalists and theoreticians who
gathered around Kautsky in the course of the ‘Bernstein affair” and the struggle

against revisionism.

* Schorske, op. cit., p. 182.

* Ibid., p. 253.

5 Ibid., pp. 253ff.

¢ Ibid., pp. 217-9.

7 W. Keil, Erlebnisse eines Sozialdemokraten, Volume 1, Stuttgart, 1947-8, p. 262.

8 This bulletin, the first issue of which appeared on 27 December 1913, was a weekly
‘press correspondence’ of modest dimensions (P. Nettl, Rosa Luxemburg, abridged
edition, London, 1969, pp. 313-15).
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Karl Liebknecht,’ who some were later to make the personification of
German Bolshevism, was born into the Party. His father was Wilhelm
Liebknecht, one of the Party’s founders. A lawyer and a militant youth
organiser, he championed, particularly at the time of the Jena Congress in
1905, the anti-militarist struggle, whose necessity and principles were set
forth in his celebrated pamphlet Militarism and Anti-Militarism, which was
submitted to the first youth congress in Mannheim in 1906."° The prosecutions
which its publication earned for him, and his sentence to eighteen months’
imprisonment made him both the symbol of the socialists’ struggle against
the army and the bogey of the nationalists.

In the Party, he defended the independence of the youth organisations
against the Executive, and promoted the idea of appealing to the youth to
join the revolutionary struggle. He was also the protector and defender of all
the socialists who had left Eastern Europe to seek refuge in Germany. Trotsky;,
who knew him during these years, wrote of him: “His was an impulsive,
passionate and heroic nature; he had, moreover, real political intuition,
a sense of the masses and of the situation, and an incomparable courage of
initiative.”"! His qualities did not have much prestige in prewar Social
Democracy. He was a standard-bearer rather than a leader, an agitator rather
than a theoretician. He had not yet met a situation big enough to match
his powers, and he was not an apparatus man. The functionaries and the
parliamentarians — those who from this time on manipulated what we can
call the “public opinion” of the Party — treated him with the condescension
which in their eyes was deserved by his behaviour as an unmanageable child
with a venerated name.*

In the years around 1910, Franz Mehring™ was at the centre of the weekly
meetings of the Left in Berlin."* Born in 1846, this historian of literature and
highly-reputed critic had at first been a democrat, and became a Social
Democrat only in the period of the Exceptional Laws. He was for a long time
the editor of the Leipziger Volkszeitung and wrote the editorials in Die Neue

* K.W. Meyer, Karl Liebknecht: Man Without a Country, Washington, 1957.

10 K. Liebknecht, Militarism and Anti-Militarism, Cambridge, MA., 1972.

1 Trotsky, My Life, op. cit., p. 222.

2 Ibid., p. 223.

13 T. Hohle, Franz Mehring. Sein Weg zum Marxismus 1869-1891, 1958; Joseph
Schleifstein, Franz Mehring. Sein marxistisches Schaffen 1891-1919, East Berlin, 1959.

4 These meetings took place on Fridays at the Rheingold restaurant (Trotsky, My
Life, op. cit., p. 219).
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Zeit, but broke from Kautsky in 1910 to draw nearer to Luxemburg. He was
without doubt the clearest-headed of all the left critics,” but his age and his
intellectual training nonetheless prevented him from being a real leader of a
tendency or a faction.

Another leading figure of the radical wing of Social Democracy, Clara
Zetkin, had followed a similar course.!® She too had become a Social Democrat
at the time of the Exceptional Laws. Born in 1857, she lived for several years
in emigration in France, where she met most of the European socialist
leaders. She was head of the socialist women'’s organisation and editor of its
organ, Die Gleichheit. Bound by close friendship to Luxemburg, she was, like
Mehring, one of the prestigious figures to remain faithful to the revolutionary
tradition.

Nonetheless, these personalities, who were generally respected and whose
names were widely known in the Party and its periphery, could not form the
axis for the regroupment of an opposition. This axis was in fact to be formed
of activists of foreign origin.

Anton Pannekoek, a Dutch astronomer with a worldwide reputation, played
an important role in German Social Democracy. He was invited in 1906 to
teach in the central Party school in Berlin, but had to refuse under threat of
expulsion from Germany. He nevertheless established himself in Germany,
especially in Bremen, for several years, and contributed to forming a generation
of revolutionary activists there."” In 1909, he wrote Die taktischen Differenzen
in der Arbeiterbewegung [Tactical Differences in the Workers” Movement] in which
he emphasised the existence of different strata in the working class, and the
influence of the bourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie in the labour movement.

He was one of the first to apply to German Social Democracy the analysis,
earlier confined by Marxists to the Anglo-Saxon labour movement, of the
existence of a privileged stratum in the working class as the principal source
of opportunism.”® In 1912, he engaged in a polemic with Kautsky, especially
in his article ‘Mass Action and Revolution’. Here, he criticised the practice of
the Party leadership and the theoretical justification for it which Kautsky

15 He refused to accept that there existed any current of revolutionaries other than
the Russians in the Socialist International (ibid.).

16 L. Dornemann, Klara Zetkin. Ein Lebensbild, East Berlin, 1959.

17°S. Bricianer (ed.), Pannekoek et les conseils ouvriers, Paris, 1969, pp. 45-6.

8 A. Pannekoek, Die taktischen Differenzen in der Arbeiterbewegung, Hamburg, 1909;
extracts in Bricianer (ed.), op. cit., pp. 52-98.
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provided in his writings. Against Kautsky, he stressed the need to destroy
the bourgeois state by proletarian mass action.” He insisted on the need for
anti-militarist activity by Social Democracy, and emphasised that the working
class must struggle for power now that the imperialist epoch had been reached.
Whilst he was a theoretician and educator in the German Party, he maintained
close contacts with his Dutch comrades, members of the Tribunist group, who
had broken in 1909 from official Social Democracy to form a small dissident
group with a revolutionary programme, the Sociaal Democratische Partij.’

The Bolsheviks alone in the international movement supported the Tribunist
group, which included, along with Anton Pannekoek, the poet Herman Gorter
and the writer Henrietta Roland-Holst. Since that time, many commentators
have emphasised the close links between the analyses and perspectives outlined
by Lenin and Pannekoek. These qualify them to be considered as two of the
most representative theoreticians of the international left wing, the elements
of which were forming within the Social-Democratic movement.*'

Julian Karski — whose real name was Marchlewski — was the comrade of
another celebrated exile named Helphand and known as Parvus, a brilliant
theoretician who became a businessman just before the First World War.*
Karski played an important role as a journalist, first in Dresden and then on
the Leipziger Volkszeitung, as a populariser of Marxist thought and method,
and in the service of the Party leaders as a specialist on the socialist movement
in Eastern Europe. After 1910, he also became critical of the opportunist turn
of Kautsky’s politics, his theoretical justifications, his analysis of imperialism,
and his pacifist and gradualist slogans for a parliamentary conquest of the
state.® In 1913, he wrote in his own name and those of Luxemburg and
Mehring lines which read like a verdict:

Here is what it is all about. We three — and myself in particular, I insist —
we take the view that the Party is passing through an internal crisis which

is infinitely more serious than that which it experienced when revisionism

19 A. Pannekoek, ‘Massenaktion une Revolution’, Die Neue Zeit, Volume 30, no. 2,
pp. 541-50, 585-593, 609-19; extracts in Bricianer (ed.), op. cit., pp. 106-12.

2 Ibid., pp. 42-3.

21 See in particular H. Schurer, “Anton Pannekoek and the Origins of Leninism’,
The Slavonic and East European Review, Volume 41 (no. 97), June 1963, pp. 327-44.

2 Z.A.B. Zeman and W.B. Scharlau, The Merchant of Revolution: The Life of Alexander
I. Helphand (Parvus) 1867-1924, London, 1965.

2 H. Schumacher, Sie nannten ihn Karski, East Berlin, 1964.
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first appeared. These words may seem to be excessive, but I am convinced
that the Party is in danger of sinking into complete atrophy if it continues
down this road. Faced with such a situation, there is only one slogan for a

revolutionary party: the most vigorous and merciless self-criticism.*

Rosa Luxemburg

However, none of these men inspired so much respect and on occasion fear
and hatred in the leadership of the Party and the trade unions, as the frail,
sickly woman of foreign origin who appeared along with Kautsky as one of
the two theoreticians of German Social Democracy at the beginning of this
century.

Rosa Luxemburg® was born in 1870 in Poland, of an impoverished Jewish
family. She was won to socialism when very young, and emigrated to
Switzerland in 1888, where she became linked with another émigré Polish
activist, Leo Jogiches, known as Tyszka. Together, they founded and led the
Social Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania (SDKPiL), and
played an important role in Warsaw during the Russian Revolution in 1905-6,
which earned them many months in prison.

However, from 1898, and except for the ‘Polish” period of the revolution
of 1905-6, it was above all by her activity in German Social Democracy and
her participation in the great theoretical debates that Luxemburg — who was
naturalised German by means of a marriage of convenience — won her stripes,
her reputation and solid friendships and enmities. Her name is inseparable
from the history of the ‘Bernstein affair’, and the theoretical struggle against
revisionism and for ‘the defence of Marxism’. On that occasion, she published
her famous pamphlet, Reform or Revolution.® It was she also, in particular
through her work, The Mass Strike, the Political Party and the Trade Unions,”
who opened the debate on ‘the mass strike’ in the German Party and on the

results and lessons of the first Russian Revolution.

# Letter to Hans Block, 16 December 1913, in E. Meyer, ‘Zur Loslosung vom Zentrum
in der Vorkriegszeit’, Die Internationale, no. 5, 1927, pp. 153-8.

» Main biographies are Paul Frolich, Rosa Luxemburg, London, 1940; and Peter Nettl,
Rosa Luxemburg, two volumes, London, 1966 (abridged edition, 1969); also one by a
leader of the SED, Fred Oelssner, Rosa Luxemburg. Eine Kritische biographische Skizze,
Berlin, 1952.

% Luxemburg, Sozialreform oder Revolution, op. cit.
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From 1910, like Pannekoek, Mehring and Karski, she broke off her
collaboration with Kautsky, which had also been a close personal friendship.
She counterposed to his increasingly revisionist analyses and perspectives
her own analyses of imperialism and mass action. She was prosecuted in
1913 for an anti-militarist statement in the course of a speech in a Party
meeting in Bockenheim,”® and found herself in the limelight in the early
months of 1914 both as a victim of repression and as a speaker at large mass
meetings in the campaign of protest and defence of the Party.” In the interval,
she taught for several years at the central Party school in Berlin, and made a
great impression on her students, even when they did not share her opinions.*

She was an important figure at all the congresses of the International, and
generally carried the votes of Polish Social Democracy in exile. She was also
a member of the International Socialist Bureau. However, she was never able
to establish within the SPD either a permanent platform based on the support
of a newspaper or a journal, or a stable audience wider than the handful of
friends and supporters around her. But she was able to make herself felt in
a milieu which was basically hostile to her, and difficult for a woman of
foreign origin to penetrate. She had excellent relations with Bebel and Wilhelm
Liebknecht as well as with the Kautskys, and won the respect of them all as
much by the power of her intelligence as by her talents as a polemicist and
orator. This sensitive woman with her artistic temperament had the daring
of the greatest thinkers. Lenin was later to hail her as ‘an eagle’.’' They had
been the co-authors of an important amendment to Bebel’s resolution on war
which he moved at the Stuttgart Congress in 1907, and we may conclude,
retrospectively, that before the First World War they were the figureheads of
the international social-democratic Left.

Nonetheless, these two independent personalities conflicted on a certain
number of important theoretical and practical questions. Following the
publication of Lenin’s What Is to Be Done?, the arguments of which she judged
to represent a disastrous tendency towards centralisation, which she called

‘Blanquism’ and ‘Jacobinism’, she wrote in opposition to Lenin:

% Nettl, op. cit., p. 481.

¥ Ibid., pp. 4824.

% Ibid., pp. 390-6.

3 V.I. Lenin, ‘Notes of a Publicist’, Collected Works, Volume 33, Moscow, 1976,
p. 210.
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However, social-democratic activity is carried on under radically different
conditions. It arises historically out of the elementary class struggle.
It spreads and develops in accordance with the following dialectical
contradiction. The proletarian army is recruited and becomes aware of its
objectives in the course of the struggle itself. The activity of the party
organization, the growth of the proletarians” awareness of the objectives of
the struggle and the struggle itself, are not different things separated
chronologically and mechanically. They are only different aspects of the
same process. Except for the general principles of the struggle, there do not
exist for the social democracy detailed sets of tactics which a central committee
can teach the party membership in the same way as troops are instructed
in their training camps. Furthermore, the range of influence of the socialist
party is constantly fluctuating with the ups and downs of the struggle in
the course of which the organization is created and grows. For this reason,
social-democratic centralism cannot be based on the mechanical subordination
and blind obedience of the party membership to the leading party
centre. . . . Social-democratic centralism . . . can only be the concentrated will
of the individuals and groups representative of the most class-conscious,
militant, advanced sections of the working class. ... It is the rule of the

majority within its own party.®

She came out very firmly against the conception of centralism which Lenin
defended:

Evidently, the important thing for the social democracy is not the preparation
of a set of directives all ready for future policy. It is important, firstly,
to encourage a correct historic appreciation of the forms of struggle
corresponding to the given situations, and, secondly, to maintain an
understanding of the relativity of the current phase and the inevitable
increase of revolutionary tension as the final goal of the class struggle is
approached. . . . Granting, as Lenin wants, such absolute powers of a negative
character to the top organ of the party, we strengthen, to a dangerous extent,
the conservatism inherent in such an organ. . .. The ultra-centralism asked
by Lenin is full of the sterile spirit of the overseer. It is not a positive and

creative spirit. Lenin’s concern is not so much to make the activity of the

2 Luxemburg, Leninism or Marxism, op. cit., pp. 87-9.
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party more fruitful as to control the party — to narrow the movement rather

than to develop it, to bind rather than to unify it.*

Her well-known conclusion has sometimes, if very incorrectly, been considered
as the essence of her differences with Bolshevism: ‘Historically, the errors
committed by a truly revolutionary movement are infinitely more fruitful
than the infallibility of the cleverest central committee.”*

This polemic, which was soon rendered obsolete, does not possess the major
importance which many historians and commentators suggest.* Nonetheless,
it enables us to assess the difference which separated the thinking of Luxemburg
from the Bolsheviks and their conception of the party. It is important at the
same time to remember Luxemburg’s attachment to the SPD as such and to
its unity, on both the national and the international planes. She never ceased,
in fact, to think what she wrote to her old friend Henrietta Roland-Holst
in 1908:

A split amongst Marxists — which is not to be confused with differences of
opinion — is fatal. Now that you want to leave the Party, I wish with all my
strength to prevent you from doing so. . .. Your resignation from the SDAP
would mean simply that you are leaving the social-democratic movement.
This, you must not do; none of us must do that! We cannot be outside the
organisation, out of contact with the masses. The worst of workers’ parties

is better than nothing!*

The conflict between Luxemburg and Lenin over centralisation and the role
of the party did not prevent them from carrying on a united struggle against
opportunism at the Stuttgart Congress in 1907, nor from maintaining cordial
personal relations thereafter. However, when Luxemburg broke with Kautsky
after 1910, accusing him of opening the road to a new kind of revisionism,

she was not supported by any of the Russian Social Democrats and least of

# Ibid., pp. 93-4.

% Ibid., p. 108.

% See in particular what Lenin himself wrote in 1908 about What Is to Be Done? in
his preface to a collection of his articles (V.I. Lenin, ‘Preface to the Collection Twelve
Years’, Collected Works, Volume 13, op. cit., pp. 94-113).

% Reproduced in H. Roland-Holst Van der Schalk, Rosa Luxemburg. Ihr Leben und
Wirken, p. 221. [The SDAP, the Social-Democratic Workers” Party, was the socialist
party in the Netherlands, which Roland-Holst, Pannekoek and Gorter left in 1909.
Editor’s note]
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all Lenin, who thought that her accusations were exaggerated.” When, in
1913, she published The Accumulation of Capital, the fruits of her thinking as
a teacher of political economy, she was sharply attacked, not only by Pannekoek,
but by Lenin, who regarded her thesis — that expanded capitalist production
is impossible in a closed economy and necessitates the plunder of precapitalist
economies® — as ‘fundamentally incorrect’.

When Luxemburg thought that she had demonstrated both the necessity
of imperialism and its fragility in the face of the mass resistance which it
provokes, Lenin attacked her on the grounds that she made revolutionary
activity an objective phenomenon, and passed silently over the role of Social
Democracy as a revolutionary leadership. Finally, in 1914, the International
Socialist Bureau concerned itself with the question of the Russian Party,
which Lenin had wanted and for which he had worked since 1912 against
the Mensheviks whom he called the ‘liquidators’, Luxemburg agreed with
Kautsky in condemning what they called Lenin’s ‘splitting” policy, and spoke
in favour of reuniting Russian Social Democracy.*® The congress which was
projected for 1914 but never held because of the outbreak of war would
undoubtedly have witnessed a discussion on the Russian question in which
Luxemburg and Lenin would once again have been at odds.

The division of the Lefts: the Radek affair

The division of the Lefts in Germany, which was linked with the divisions
of the international social-democratic Left, are clearly illustrated by what has
come to be called the ‘Radek affair’. Karl Radek, whose real name was Karl
Sobelsohn*’ and came to be called ‘Radek’ from the time of the ‘affair’, was
born in Austrian Galicia. In the German Party, he was a freelance or, to put
it better, an ‘outsider’. Originally an activist in the Polish Socialist Party, he
joined the SDKPiL in 1904. He took part in the 1905 Revolution in Warsaw,
where he was in charge of the Party’s newspaper, Czerwony Sztandar. Then,
after being arrested and escaping, he took refuge in Germany, in Leipzig,
where he worked on the Leipziger Volkszeitung from 1908, and then in Bremen
in 1911, where he worked on the Bremer Biirgerzeitung, and attracted attention

¥ Nettl, op. cit., Volume 1, p. 433.

% Summarised in Nettl, op. cit., Volume 2, pp. 532—4.

¥ Ibid., pp. 592-5.

4 H. Schurer, ‘Radek and the German Revolution’, Survey, no. 53, October 1964.



The Lefts in German Social Democracy « 37

by the sharpness of his pen. He polemicised not only against the nationalist
tendencies in Social Democracy, but against the pacifist illusions of the Centre.
This young man was one of those who attacked Kautsky’s analysis of
imperialism in the columns of Die Neue Zeit itself in May 1912.4

The ‘Radek affair’ broke out in 1912. Radek went to Goppingen at the
invitation of Thalheimer, with whom he was friendly, to replace him temporarily
in control of the local radical newspaper Freie Volkszeitung, which had long
been in financial difficulty, mainly because of its hostility to the revisionist
leaders in Wiirttemberg. Radek raised a national scandal by accusing the
executive of acting in concert with the revisionists in their attempt to strangle
the newspaper. At the same time, he was excluded from the SDKPiL because
of his support for the opposition on the Party committee in Warsaw. In 1912,
he was expelled on the charge of having formerly stolen money, books and
clothes from Party comrades.* The German Party’s Congress in 1912 had
raised the question of Radek’s membership, which was contested by the
Executive, without settling it. The Congress in 1913 took note of the fact that
he had been excluded from its fraternal Polish party. After deciding that in
principle no one who had been excluded from one party could join another
party of the International, the Congress decided to apply this rule retrospectively
to Radek.

Luxemburg was the intermediary of the Polish Party in its dealings with
the German Executive, and she assisted Radek’s enemies, such was her hostility
to him. Marchlewski supported her. But Pannekoek and his friends in Bremen
unconditionally backed Radek, whilst Karl Liebknecht also supported him
on principle, because he saw the executive ‘making an example of him’ in
the process of taking reprisals against those who criticised its opportunism.
At the level of the International, Lenin and Trotsky for their part rallied to
the defence of Radek, who appealed to the Congress.** The War was to leave

the affair unresolved, but it was not without later repercussions.

# K. Radek, ‘Unser Kampf gegen den Imperialismus’, in In den Reihen der deutschen
Revolution, pp. 156-76.

42 There is a detailed account of the Radek affair in the Polish Party in Nettl,
op. cit., Volume 2, pp. 574-7.

# Schorske, op. cit. pp. 255-6; R. Fischer, op. cit., pp. 201-3; H. Schurer, op. cit.,
passim. Radek’s point of view, set out in Meine Abrechnung, Bremen, 1913, is well
presented by Rudolf Franz, ‘Der Fall Radek von 1913, Das Forum, Volume 4, no. 5,
February 1920, pp. 389-93.
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It is significant that the leaders of the German Left were so divided on
the occasion of the first trial of strength inside the Party, over an attempt to
discipline a left-wing opponent, and, moreover, that some on the Left had
been willing to see a fellow left-winger disciplined. The solidarity amongst
members of a tendency against the bureaucratic apparatus did not exist here.
Indeed, for the SPD’s members, there was no sign of any coherent and enduring
left-wing group.

But elements did exist

It would be tempting to draw the conclusion that the Left consisted essentially
of intellectuals, Party journalists, writers and teachers, people such as Paul
Lensch, Konrad Haenisch, August Thalheimer, Paul Frélich, Heinrich Strébel
and Ernst Meyer, who had been collaborators of Luxemburg, Mehring or
Marchlewski in the press, or Luxemburg’s students in the central Party school.
But that would be an excessively restricted view. Wilhelm Pieck, who had
moved from Bremen to Berlin, where he became the secretary of the school,
Friedrich Westmeyer in Stuttgart, and Wilhelm Koenen in Halle were Party
workers, full-timers, trained as professionals and members of the apparatus.
For it was these militant workers, trade-union activists and Party members,
who gave the union leaders a hard time in the wildcat strikes,* which had
become more frequent and tended to become more general in the run-up to
the First World War. They included Heinrich Teuber, a miner from Bochum,
Fritz Heckert, the leader of the building workers in Chemnitz, engineers such
as Robert Dissmann in Stuttgart, Josef Ernst in Hagen in the Ruhr, or Otto
Brass in Remscheid or Richard Miiller the turner in Berlin.

These radical left-wing activists held strong positions on the eve of the War.
In certain industrial centres, they enjoyed majority support amongst the Party
members and in the local Party apparatus. They also enjoyed great prestige
and a wide following in the Party and in the working class through their
publications. This could be seen in the success of Luxemburg’s speaking tour
in 1914 after the legal action brought against her.* They also enjoyed great
influence within the groups of young socialists both inside and outside the
Party, which came under attack from both the Party bureaucracy and the
forces of the state.

# Nettl, op. cit., Volume 2, p. 478.
* See Rosa Luxemburg gegen den deutschen Militarismus, East Berlin, 1960.
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It was within this milieu, which was greatly influenced by Karl Liebknecht,
and was inspired by the anti-militarist feelings he strove to encourage, that
many young activists were educated, and they often studied under Luxemburg
in the school in Berlin: Willi Miinzenberg who was for the moment in exile
in Switzerland, Walter Stoecker, Edwin Hoernle, Jakob Walcher, Wilhelm
Koenen, Paul Frolich and Georg Schumann, to name but a few.

These activists drew closer in 1914, although they did not form a group,
in producing propaganda calling for the mass strike, denouncing imperialism
and the arms race, and criticising the pacifist slogan of disarmament which
Kautsky advanced. They played a major role in the rising tide of economic
strikes, meetings and workers’ demonstrations against war, and in the defence
of Luxemburg. But what really formed the common foundation of their
struggle as socialist activists was their deeply-held belief that the socialist
revolution was the only solution to imperialism and war, and that the
spontaneous action of the masses was the only decisive force in politics.
However, as Luxemburg wrote, this was to be carried on in a ‘truly democratic
party’, as she believed the SPD to be.*

The German left radicals had been in conflict for years with the authoritarian
organisation of their own party. They concluded that centralisation was the
main obstacle to the radicalisation of the masses and to the development of
revolutionary activity. In this they disagreed with Lenin. They were aware
that revisionism was advancing in the ranks of the Party, and particularly
in its leadership. They knew that the trade-union bureaucrats and their
conservative views were gaining influence in its leading bodies. However,
they were convinced of the revolutionary character of the imperialist period,
and were tireless critics of the opportunism of the leaders and of their
authoritarian methods. Like Luxemburg, they believed that there were no

recipes for organisation:

We cannot secure ourselves in advance against all possibilities of opportunist
deviation. Such dangers can be overcome only by the movement itself —
certainly with the aid of Marxist theory, but only after the dangers in question

have taken tangible form in practice.”

This fundamental conception of activity, this identification of the Party with

the mass movement, and their deep devotion to the organisation in which,

% Nettl, op. cit., Volume 2, p. 479.
¥ Luxemburg, Leninism or Marxism?, op. cit., p. 106.
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despite its bureaucratic excrescences, they continued to see the expression of
the revolutionary social-democratic workers” movement, led them to reject
the prospect of organising in a faction. They rejected the possibility of setting
up, even in an informal and loosely-defined manner, a revolutionary tendency
in German or international social democracy which would bring them into
association with the Bolsheviks. Consequently, they had even more reason to
oppose any split in the Party or the International.

No one as yet had faced up to this question, even as a working hypothesis.
It had been raised, and then only tentatively, either by anarchist activists such
as Landauer or by a journalist such as Franz Pfemfert, both of whom were
outside the workers” movement.*® But it was precisely this question which
was put on the agenda, firstly by the outbreak of the First World War, and
then by the support for national defence in their respective countries by the
leaders of German Social Democracy and of the other great parties of the
International. Kautsky was not mistaken when he wrote to his old associate,
Victor Adler, on 8 October 1913: ‘“There is here a certain uneasiness, a hesitant
search for new paths, something must come out of it . . . even Rosa’s supporters

cannot answer the question of knowing what is to be done.”®

4 The writer Franz Pfemfert published from 1911 onwards the weekly Die Aktion.
He supported the left elements round Rosa Luxemburg, but called for ‘a new workers’
party” (H.M. Bock, Syndikalismus und Linkskommunismus von 1918-1923, Meisenheim /
Glain, 1969, p. 47).

¥ Quoted in V. Adler, Briefswechsel mit August Bebel und Karl Kautsky, Vienna, 1954,
p. 582.
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Chapter Four

The War and the Crisis of Social Democracy

On 31 July 1914, the International Socialist Bureau
issued its call for a struggle against war, and Jean
Jaures fell under the bullets of Raoul Villain. On
1 August, the German government declared war
on Russia, and proclaimed a state of emergency.
On 2 August, the executive of the German Social-
Democratic Party met to define the attitude of the
members of the Reichstag on the question of voting
for the war credits which the Chancellor, Bethmann-
Hollweg, demanded.

The leaders were deeply divided. The old revisionist
David and the Party Secretary, Scheidemann, spoke
in favour of voting for the war credits.! Haase and
Ledebour called for a hostile vote consistent with the
principled positions of the Party. After discussion,
the decision was deferred to the following day. At
the meeting of the Social-Democratic fraction in the
Reichstag, the Right attacked first. David made much
of the danger which the Russian autocracy posed to
German liberties. He emphasised the danger that, in
the reigning atmosphere of war fever, the Party might
be declared illegal if it voted against. He declared
that he had decided not to accept group discipline

when voting on a question of such importance.?

! K. Liebknecht, Klassenkampf gegen den Krieg, Berlin, 1919, p. 14.

2 Ibid., pp. 55, 87.
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Those opposed to voting for the credits were far from showing the same
determination. When the fraction decided by 78 votes against 14 to vote for
the war credits, the 14 opponents — amongst whom were Haase, Ledebour,
Liebknecht and Otto Riihle — agreed to respect discipline on the following
day. Moreover, at the session of the Reichstag on 4 August, it was Hugo
Haase, as Chairman of the Party and spokesperson of the fraction, who
informed the Chancellor of the Social Democrats” unanimous support for the
government’s war policy.

He justified this gesture by the concern for national defence of a people
devoted to liberty and culture, and threatened by Tsarist despotism. He
expressed the wish that, when the security of Germany had been assured by
arms, the belligerents could as quickly as possible conclude a durable peace
which would guarantee the friendship between peoples. When the SPD voted
for the credits and approved the War, it also declared its attachment to the
International, to socialism and to peace. A page in world history had been
turned.’

The meaning and the consequences of 4 August

With the advantage of hindsight, it is easy to demonstrate that the vote on
4 August was the logical consequence of the Social Democrats” political
development during the preceding years. However, the news came as a shock
to many well-informed contemporaries. Lenin doubted for a moment the
veracity of the issue of Vorwirts which announced the vote, and considered
that the German General Staff might have forged it.* As recently as 25 July,
less than ten days earlier, the Party had solemnly declared in a manifesto:

The class-conscious workers of Germany, in the name of humanity and
civilisation, send up a strong protest against the war-mongers. ... Not a
drop of the blood of a German soldier can be sacrificed to the thirst for

power of the governing group in Austria and imperialist appetites for profit.’

3 Frolich, Lindau and Thomas (eds), Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution,
Berlin, 1929, p. 99; Philip Scheidemann, Memoiren eines Sozialdemokraten, Volume 1,
Dresden, 1928, pp. 257-8.

* Trotsky, My Life, op. cit., p. 276.

5 Quoted in C. Griinberg, Die Internationale und der Weltkrieg, Volume 1, Leipzig,
1916, p. 51.
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On 30 July, in the face of the seemingly irresistible succession of events, the
Executive had thrown up its hands and talked about ‘useless efforts” and
‘having done its duty’. But, even then, it had not yet placed to its lips the
bugle that called for war to defend ‘endangered civilisation’.®

We still lack documents today about the real motives of the Social-Democratic
leaders, whether they expressed them or not, and about their intimate thoughts
during this crucial week. Scheidemann has confessed that he was greatly
impressed by the size of the chauvinist demonstrations in Berlin.” A letter
and notes by Ebert express his fear that the War and the eventual reawakening
of the Russian workers” movement would give new force to the plans of ‘the
Rosa group’.® It certainly seems that fear was the dominating sentiment. By
the evening of 30 July, Ebert and Otto Braun had left for Switzerland with
the Party’s treasury.” In applying the state of siege, the military authorities
had dictatorial powers. It seemed clear that, from one day to the next, they
could destroy the gigantic edifice which had been so patiently built up, abolish
the social conquests, destroy the organisations, and close the press, that they
could arrest members and leaders, and with one stroke of the pen erase all
the results of decades of Social-Democratic activity.

The terrible pressure of the news media, the established authorities and
the state apparatus, and the brutal resurgence of elemental chauvinism
seemed to create an irresistible current. Not having been accustomed to
isolation, to struggling against the stream, and still less to brutal repression
and illegality, many members were tempted to succumb to this mood. Some
could not withstand it. In a few hours, Konrad Haenisch disavowed his years
of struggle in the front rank of the radicals, and joined the camp of the patriots,
declaring that in this way he had settled “a conflict between two souls’.!” This
phenomenon was neither unique nor new; Carl Schorske recalls in that
connection the other ‘Fourth of August’, that night in 1789, when the French
nobility surrendered its privileges, and ‘publicly renounced its own principles

of social organization’."

¢ Ibid., pp. 63—4.

7 Scheidemann, op. cit., p. 235.

8 F. Ebert, Schriften, Volume 1, Dresden, 1926, p. 309; see also D.K. Buse, ‘Ebert and
the Coming of World War One: A Month From his Diary’, International Review of Social
History, no. 3, 1968, pp. 430-48.

¢ Scheidemann, op. cit., p. 245.

1 Quoted by E. Prager, Geschichte der USPD, Berlin, 1921, p. 34.

1 Schorske, op. cit., p. 290.
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Indeed, a new period opened in August 1914. Henceforth, it was not possible
for either the German Social Democrats or the French Socialists to look forward,
at any rate in the immediate future, to a peaceful road to socialism at the
moment when the inter-imperialist contradictions had led to armed conflict.
To leaders who were caught by surprise in their routine, who were confronted
with choices the implications of which they were perhaps unable to grasp,
on the threshold of events which they could not even imagine, the new
situation brought doubt, hesitation and confusion. The government did the
rest. In the closing days of July, the Ministry of the Interior occupied itself in
soothing the leaders of the trade unions, assuring them that they had nothing
to fear, that the fatherland needed all its sons, and them in particular.”

Through the mouths of the right-wing Social Democrats, the German
bourgeoisie offered an attractive solution, in the form of the survival of the
Party organisations and, even better, of their becoming ‘official’, with their
role recognised as necessary, so that ‘civil peace’ could be maintained in the
face of the external danger. Once again, but with more convincing arguments,
the ruling classes offered to the workers’ leaders a role in society which they
justified by promoting the existence of a national interest shared by workers
and employers, and by the integration of the working class and its party into
the national community, the German fatherland.

On 2 August, the trade unions made an agreement with the employers that
there were to be no strikes or lock-outs, and that all collective agreements
would be extended for the duration of hostilities.”* On 3 August, about thirty
deputies, supporters of David and Scheidemann, decided that, whatever
happened, they would vote for the war credits, confident that the trade-union
leaders would support them." The promises of the government that there
would be “a new orientation” after the War, and the assurances that no measures
would be taken against the workers’ organisations as long as they played the
game, together with glimpses of possible new political careers, served to tip
the scales.

Those who were hesitant rallied to the Right. As to the fourteen deputies
who wished to vote against the war credits and the War, the grip of the
ideology of “unity’ and their attachment to the Party and ‘party patriotism’
were so powerful that none of them resolved to infringe the discipline of the

12 P. Umbreit, Die deutschen Gewerkschaften im Weltkrieg, Berlin, 1917, p. 21.
B Ibid., pp. 21-30.
4 Griinberg, op. cit., p. 73.
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fraction. Haase and even Liebknecht respected the decision which had been
reached by a majority, even though some members of the fraction had
announced in advance that they would not accept discipline if the decision
went against them.

The turn was much more decisive than those people who submitted to
‘the Party” believed it to be. The Social Democrats joined in the War, giving
it their blessing. The falseness of their declarations about attachment to
principles, the international solidarity of the workers, peace and socialism,
assurances about the purely defensive character of the War, and the indignant
denials that there would be any annexations, was now clear. Their words
were exposed as a paltry rhetorical cover for a reality that consisted of shrapnel,
bombs, machine guns, poison gas and imperialist aims. The Social-Democratic
leaders soon became as ‘annexationist’ as the military and political chiefs.
They assured the German workers that Wilhelm II's army was defending the
prospects of socialism and its future victory in Europe when it fought against
Tsarism and British imperialism. In France, the Socialists in turn declared that
German militarism and pan-German imperialism had to be destroyed if the
possibility of socialism were to be ensured. The International died on 4 August
1914.

The first acts of resistance

No one has ever doubted the importance of these events or the magnitude
of the Party’s turn. But disagreements arise when it comes to framing an
analysis. Franz Borkenau has contested what he calls the ‘communist” thesis
that the leaders ‘betrayed’. He has devoted himself to demonstrating the
power of the ‘patriotic wave” which swept Germany and elsewhere, across
the frontiers of party convictions. He sees in it the proof that, in the modern
world, political passions are aroused less by class antagonisms than by those
between nations. He wrote on the situation in Germany: ‘The leaders did
exactly what the masses wanted, and, had they acted otherwise, would
have found no mass support. . . . The revolutionary proletariat proved to be
a myth.”> His thesis on this point repeats exactly what Kautsky was to say
from 1914.'¢ But a thorough examination demonstrates its fragility. True, there

5 E Borkenau, World Communism, Michigan, 1962, pp. 58-9.
!¢ Notably in his Sozialismus und Krieg, Prague, 1937.
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can be no dispute about what Kautsky and Borkenau call ‘the apathy of the
masses’. The decision to vote for war credits did not meet open resistance on
the part of the workers, whether Party members or not. It was not opposed
by any movement, strike, demonstration or large-scale refusal to carry out
orders for mobilisation, nor by any mutiny by reservists. Nonetheless, these
remarks are no more than observations, and cannot claim to be explanations.

It is clear that what Borkenau calls ‘the masses’ are no more than a large
number of individuals whose feelings and reactions, and whose willingness
to struggle or to capitulate, can only be expressed collectively through an
organisation. Before 4 August 1914, the SPD was this organisation, the
organisation of the German workers. On 4 August 1914, the leaders of this
party and the trade unions decided, over the heads of ‘the masses” and without
consulting them, that they accepted and would support the government’s
war policy. This was the result of a long process which had dispossessed the
masses of any control over their own organisations. After that, where and
when could the masses have opposed such decisions? This is the question
which the revolutionaries and Lenin in particular raised immediately after 4
August 1914.

The attitude of the German working class to the War was, in fact, not at
all determined by open discussion in general meetings held in full freedom.
They were under pressure from two sides; at the top, in meetings between
leaders under threat of the state of siege, and at the base, individually faced
by a mobilisation notice and under threat of court-martial, with any strike
or demonstration forbidden by the government, the Party and the unions
alike. In the face of the threat of arrest and summary conviction, the socialist
worker who wanted to express his opposition to the War not only was deprived
of the support of his organisation, but also found it lined up on the same
side as his class adversary. In reality, the question of the attitude of ‘the
masses’ cannot be raised independently of that of the ‘chiefs’.

Replying in 1915 to the arguments of Kautsky, Lenin stressed that it is
absurd to put the question as if ‘the “masses”, “in retaliation” to war, should
make a revolution “within 24 hours”, and institute “socialism” . . ., or otherwise

the “masses” would be revealing “spinelessness and treachery””:

... a revolution cannot be ‘made’, that revolutions develop from objectively
(that is, independently of the will of parties and classes) mature crises and
turns in history, that without organisation the masses lack unity of will, and

that the struggle against a centralised state’s powerful terrorist military
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organisation is a difficult and lengthy business. Owing to the treachery of
their leaders, the masses could not do anything at the crucial moment, whereas
this ‘handful” of leaders were in an excellent position and in duty bound to
vote against the war credits, take a stand against a ‘class truce” and justification
of the war, express themselves in favour of the defeat of their own governments,
set up an international apparatus for the purpose of carrying on propaganda
in favour of fraternisation in the trenches, organise the publication of illegal

literature on the necessity of starting revolutionary activities, etc.”

From this point of view, it is significant that the resistance to class collaboration
and to ‘civil peace’, otherwise known as maintaining the proletarian class
struggle, found expression in the Germany of 1914 only where radicals had
effective responsibilities, controlled sectors of the apparatus or positions in
the press, and where an organisation, or part of one, could express the
opposition of the activists and part of the ‘masses’ to the chauvinist policies
of the national leaderships. This happened in Brunswick, where Thalheimer
was responsible for Volksfreund, and in Wiirttemberg where Westmeyer
controlled the Party organisation in Stuttgart and Crispien ran the Schwiibische
Tageblatt. It happened also around and through the big radical daily newspapers,
Leipziger Volkszeitung, Bremer Biirgerzeitung and even intermittently Vorwirts.'®
Nor was it accidental that the first illegal publication to express proletarian
opposition to the War came from a Party unit, that of the Berlin constituency
of Niederbarnim, nor that it was produced by three activists who had the
means to assemble, print and distribute information, that is to say, the embryo
of an organisation. In fact, beginning in December 1914, Paul Schwenk (a
member of the editorial staff of Vorwirts), the bookbinder Otto Gabel (the
secretary of the organisation in Niederbarnim), and the leader of the socialist
women in Berlin, Martha Arendsee, published duplicated documents and
material which enabled an albeit restricted circle of activists to acquaint
themselves with the theses of the opponents of the policy of the ‘sacred

union’.”

7 V.I. Lenin, “The Collapse of the Second International’, Collected Works, Volume 21,
Moscow, 1977, pp. 240-1.

'8 See the chronology in Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., pp.
515-18, for an account of persecution of the press.

¥ M. Arendsee, Unter der roten Fahne, East Berlin, 1958, pp. 75-81; P. Schwenk,
‘Lenin, Mehring und das Niederbarnimer Referentenmaterial’, Beitrige zur Geschichte
der deutschen Arbeiterbewegung, no. 1, 1960, pp. 158-63.



50 + Chapter Four

Julian Marchlewski, Rosa Luxemburg’s old comrade, recalled how she
thought for one moment how it might be possible to stimulate a sudden
outburst in the ranks of the militants and to give organised form to spontaneous
resistance which she believed already existed in clandestinity, by publishing
and circulating a manifesto signed by well-known personalities in the Party.
But the ‘message in a bottle” technique could not serve as a substitute for
organised activity, as Leo Jogiches argued against her. Of the dozens of
militants whom she invited to meet at her apartment to work out the proposed
manifesto, only seven came, and only two of those were nationally known
personalities — Franz Mehring and Paul Lensch. Lensch, in any case, would
not sign anything, and was soon to go over to the Party leadership.?’ Liebknecht,
for his part, had not agreed in the Reichstag to accept discipline in order to
break it immediately. Nonetheless, Luxemburg persisted. They decided to
call another meeting, for which they sent out more than three hundred
telegrams. Clara Zetkin alone replied without evasion or reservation. The
idea had to be dropped.?

The German revolutionaries found themselves completely atomised. They
were, moreover, to learn to their cost that, in a party which they still regarded
as being theirs, they could be subjected to repression which reinforced that
of the state and the police. The prohibition of all demonstrations and public
meetings decreed on 1 August was a foretaste of the measures that would
be used to silence the opponents of the War. The Party Executive was to
extend this state of siege into the Party itself. The experience of Karl Liebknecht
in this connection was as decisive for him personally as for the future of the
German Left.

At the beginning of August, he still believed that the opportunities for self-
expression by the opposition inside the Party would remain intact, and that
it was reasonable to hope to arrive at a regeneration by way of an internal
political discussion. It was within this perspective that he suggested to the
Executive that a meeting be organised against the propaganda for annexations,
which he hoped to make the starting point for the correction of what he still
regarded as the mistake of 4 August.”? The Executive refused.

2 See Marchlewski’s memoirs, Bulletin communiste, no. 3, 20 January 1921, pp. 40-5.

2 Die Revolution, no. 2, 1924, cited in G. Badia, ‘L’Attitude de la gauche sociale-
démocrate allemande dans les premiers mois de la guerre’, Le Mouvement social,
no. 49, 1964, p. 84.

2 Ibid.
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At the end of August, he entered occupied Belgium, and learned about the
atrocities which the German army had committed. On 3 September, he protested
against a Bremen newspaper which had written about the SPD’s parliamentary
fraction being unanimous on 3 August.? On 21 September, he went to Stuttgart
to meet political friends who had invited him there. The military authorities
prohibited the public meeting which had been planned, but he had a long
discussion with activists who reproached him for his vote in the Reichstag
on 4 August. He revealed to them what had been discussed in the fraction,
and the existence of an opposition on the question of the credits, and recognised
his mistake: “Your criticisms are absolutely justified . . . I ought to have shouted
“No!” in the plenary session of the Reichstag. I made a serious mistake.”

Liebknecht was censured by the Executive for having disclosed this
information. He replied on 10 October by appealing to the democratic tradition
of the Party, which, as he wrote, permitted ‘any comrade. .. to take up a
position even against the highest authorities’.” The military court opened
proceedings against him on 17 October in respect of events going back to
before the War. On 10 November, the organ of the building workers” union,
edited by the revisionist Winnig, called for him to be expelled. As Schorske
wrote: “The changed relationship of the party to the state demanded that that
it keep its opposition under control, that it maintain the Burgfrieden within
the labor movement.”

The military authorities and the Party apparatus both worked in the
same direction. Already on 5 August, the Executive had postponed the Party
congress for the duration of the War, consequently exercising powers with
which it had been granted for use in the eventuality of totally different
circumstances.” The military authorities banned the meetings of activists in
Stuttgart on 21 September, in Miinchen-Gladbach on 4 November, in Leipzig
on the 24th, and in Altona on the 29th, but elsewhere it was the Party secretaries
who prevented general meetings from being held, by simply refusing to call
them.

In Hamburg, a single general meeting covering four districts was held,

because the radicals called it themselves over the heads of the regular

% Ibid., pp. 85-6.

# Dokumente und Materialen zur Geschichte der deutschen Arbeiterbewegung, Volume
1, East Berlin, 1958, p. 35, n. 5.
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bodies.?® The radical newspapers were gagged one after another by this double
repression: Rheinische Zeitung was suspended for two days on 11 September,
Volksblatt in Bochum was closed down on the 20th, Echo vom Rheinfall and
Dantziger Zeitung on the 25th.?’ Several of the editorial workers on Vorwiirts —
Ciinow, Daumig and Hilferding — had declared that they disagreed with the
Executive,® and the paper was suspended on 21 September for three days,
and indefinitely on the 28th.*’ The military authorities only authorised its
reappearance on 1 October when Haase and Richard Fischer approached
them and undertook on behalf of the Party that the paper would no longer
speak of the ‘class struggle’.? In November, it was the Party Executive in
Wiirttemberg which cleared out the radical leadership from Crispien and
Walcher’s Schwibische Tageblatt, and installed the revisionist Wilhelm Keil in
control.®

It was obvious to the clearer-headed among the opposition that every means
was to be used to gag them, and that they would be denied any chance of
addressing the rank and file of the Party. They therefore had to consider
preparing to act publicly as far as they could. This meant breaking discipline.
The decision to do so was a painful one for these men and women for whom
the Party had been the world and the reason for their existence. They felt
that they were trampling underfoot part of themselves, and their health often
suffered severely.**

Faced with the collapse of his last illusions, with his nerves shaken by the
importance of the gesture, but aware that he owed it to those who had not
given up the socialist ideal, Liebknecht decided to take the decisive step.
Only one means of expression remained open to him, that of voting against
the war credits, of voting against the decision of his party. There was a
dramatic discussion in Lebedour’s apartment on the night of 1-2 December,
but he could not convince any of the other oppositional deputies that it was
necessary at all costs to resolve to make this spectacular gesture.” In the
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Reichstag on 3 December, he alone voted against the credits, and in this way
made himself the symbol of the opposition and the rallying-centre for its
scattered forces.

This act started the split, although its completion took years, and the
conditions under which it was consummated were confused, reflecting the
hesitations of those who opposed the pro-war turn of the Party leaders on
4 August, and took up the fight against it.

The Bolsheviks declare their position

Lenin and the exiled Bolshevik leaders were the first to take up a clear position
towards the consequences of 4 August. It was around 24 August that Lenin
drafted the document “The Tasks of Revolutionary Social Democracy in the
European War’, which spelt out the essentials of the Bolsheviks’ orientation
in the years to come.*

In Lenin’s opinion, there was no doubt about the ‘bourgeois, imperialist
and dynastic” character of the War. The position of the Social-Democratic
leaders was a ‘sheer betrayal of socialism’.*” Not that they could have prevented
the war by adopting other attitudes, but because they abandoned the class
position of the working class in the face of an imperialist war:

... the workers’ parties . . . did not oppose the governments’ criminal conduct,
but called upon the working class to identify its position with that of the
imperialist governments. The leaders of the International committed an act
of treachery against socialism by voting for war credits, by reiterating the
chauvinist (“patriotic’) slogans of the bourgeoisie of their ‘own’ countries,
by justifying and defending the war, by joining the bourgeois governments
of the belligerent countries, and so on and so forth. . . . The responsibility for
thus disgracing socialism falls primarily on the German social democrats, who

were the strongest and most influential party in the Second International.*

The defection of the leaders of the principal parties in the International
to the positions of the imperialist bourgeoisie had far-reaching historic

% VI Lenin, ‘The Tasks of Revolutionary Social Democracy in the European War’,
Collected Works, Volume 21, op. cit., pp. 15-23.

¥ Ibid., p. 16.

% VI. Lenin, “The War and Russian Social Democracy’, Collected Works, Volume 21,
op. cit., pp. 23-4.
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significance: it pointed to the ‘ideological and political bankruptcy’ of the
International.* Lenin indicated the true cause without hesitation: “This collapse
has been mainly caused by the actual prevalence in it [the International] of
petit-bourgeois opportunism, the bourgeois nature and the danger of which
have long been indicated by the finest representatives of the revolutionary
proletariat of all countries.”® In his opinion, the opportunist current, which
revealed itself before the War in the various forms of reformism, class
collaboration, pacifism and concern for legality and parliamentary perspectives,
was crowned in the adoption, in the face of the War, of a chauvinist ideology
which was really the result of the social pressure of privileged strata of the
proletariat, the labour aristocracy and the bureaucracy of the Party and trade-
union full-time officials:

Opportunism was engendered in the course of decades by the special features
in the period of the development of capitalism, when the comparatively
peaceful and cultured life of a stratum of privileged workmen ‘bourgeoisified’
them, gave them crumbs from the table of their national capitalists, and
isolated them from the suffering, misery and revolutionary temper of the
impoverished and ruined masses. The imperialist war is the direct
continuation and culmination of this state of affairs, because this is a war
for the privileges of the great power nations, for the repartition of colonies,

and domination over other nations.*

The defection of the opportunist leaders into the imperialist camp when the
war broke out entailed, therefore, a major reorientation on the part of the
revolutionary social democrats. The imperialist war had profound historical
significance in respect of both the working class and revolutionary perspectives.
Lenin wrote:

In Europe socialism has emerged from a comparatively peaceful stage
that is confined within narrow and national limits. With the outbreak of the
war of 1914-15, it entered the stage of revolutionary action; there can be no
doubt that the time has come for a complete break with opportunism, for

its expulsion from the workers’ parties.*?

¥ V.I. Lenin, "The Tasks of Revolutionary Social Democracy in the European War’,
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In itself, the European war marked ‘the beginning of a new epoch’,” in
which the task of the working class was to fight for power and for socialism:

The conversion of the present imperialist war into a civil war is the only
correct proletarian slogan, one that follows from the experience of the [Paris]
Commune, and outlined in the Basle resolution (1912); it has been dictated
by all the conditions of an imperialist war between highly-developed

bourgeois countries.*

This new perspective demanded that under no circumstances could the call
for ‘unity” be used to tolerate the existence of opportunist wings in workers’
parties.

Moreover, Lenin understood that the leaders of the Social-Democratic
Parties — those ‘tens of thousands of leaders, officials and privileged workers’,
who had been ‘demoralised by legalism’, and who had ‘disorganised the
million-strong army of the social-democratic proletariat™® — had much to lose,
on the basis of narrow self-interest, if the workers’ organisations were dissolved.

The problem, therefore, was not that of the unity of the working class,
which remained ‘its greatest weapon in the struggle for the socialist revolution’,*
but rather that of its revolutionary unity, which required that opportunism,
that alien class element, be eliminated: ‘One must be blind not to see bourgeois
and petit-bourgeois influence on the proletariat as the main and fundamental
cause of the International’s disgrace and collapse in 1914.”%

In September 1914, the Bolsheviks’ Central Committee made a call for a
new, Third International, in view of the bankruptcy of the Second International:
‘Today, following 1914, unity of the proletarian struggle for the socialist
revolution demands that the workers’ parties separate themselves completely

from the parties of the opportunists.”*® They also declared:
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The Second International is dead, overcome by opportunism. Down with
opportunism, and long live the Third International, purged not only of
‘turncoats’ . . ., but of opportunism as well. The Second International did
its share of useful preparatory work in preliminarily organising the proletarian
masses during the long ‘peaceful” period of the most brutal capitalist slavery
and the most rapid capitalist progress in the last third of the nineteenth and
the beginning of the twentieth centuries. To the Third International falls the
task of organising the proletarian forces for a revolutionary onslaught against
the capitalist governments, for civil war against the bourgeoisie of all

countries, for the capture of political power, for the triumph of socialism.*

But the Bolsheviks were almost completely isolated. Sufficient forces did not
exist in 1914 to carry through on the international scale the split which was
necessary for both the construction of revolutionary parties and a revolutionary

International. Lenin wrote in Socialism and War:

It is perfectly obvious that to create an international Marxist organisation,
there must be a readiness to form independent Marxist parties in the various
countries. As a country with the oldest and strongest working-class movement,
Germany is of decisive importance. The immediate future will show whether
the conditions are mature for the formation of a new and Marxist International.
If they are, our party will gladly join such a Third International, purged of
opportunism and chauvinism. If they are not, then that will show that a
more-or-less protracted period of evolution is needed for that purging to
be effective. Our party will form the extreme opposition within the old
International, pending the time when the conditions in the various countries
make possible the formation of an international workingmen’s association

standing on the basis of revolutionary Marxism.*

In the light of the necessity to act on the international plane, Lenin and the
Bolsheviks made every effort to widen their small group of allies in the
international movement. There were the Dutch, grouped round De Tribune,
including Pannekoek, who had returned to his own country when war was

declared. There were the Bremen activists who collaborated with the Bremer-

4 VI. Lenin, ‘The Position and Tasks of the Socialist International’, Collected Works,
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Biirgerzeitung, and were in touch with Radek and Pannekoek.” There was the
little group in Berlin round Julian Borchardt, who published Lichtstrahlen,™
and was also in touch with Radek and the Bremen people.

Lenin was to place much hope, as his correspondence with Radek shows,
in the possibility that a revolutionary group called Stern would be formed,
but in the end this did not happen. He made great efforts with these different
activists to establish an international journal, Vorbote, which Pannekoek would
be responsible for producing, and in which he was to publish an interesting
analysis of the social roots of the opportunism in the workers” movement.>*
Nonetheless, Lenin was to admit, in a letter to the Dutchman David Wijnkoop
in July 1915, that the most favourable moment had perhaps not yet come for
a split in German Social Democracy, and it was all the more necessary to fight
to obtain in all countries a complete break with opportunism.” At the same
time, he urged Radek to get from the Germans a statement of their ideological
position, a clear, full and precise declaration of principles, and said: “. . . the
Dutch + ourselves + the Left Germans + 0, and that won’t be too bad, for
later it will not be zero, but everyone’.>

It was with the same purpose that Lenin and his allies in European social
democracy took part in the Zimmerwald Conference in September 1915, where
they formed the nucleus of what became known as the Zimmerwald Left.
Radek reported on this conference in Lichtstrahlen, and wrote that it was a
‘first step towards the reconstruction of the International’, and that the
revolutionary militants who supported it, despite the pacifist ambiguities
expressed by many of the participants, ‘did so starting from the idea that it
was impossible immediately to form a combat organisation out of the debris

of the old International’.””
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Repression and radicalisation

Despite his age, Liebknecht was called up into a territorial unit on 7 February
1915.% The military authorities were worried because they feared his influence,
and kept transferring him from one unit to another. The restrictions upon his
freedom of movement, however, rendered him less dangerous for the Party
leaders.

This did not prevent him from drafting in May 1915 a leaflet which advanced
the celebrated formula, ‘the main enemy is at home’,” which Lenin was to
hail as the ideal revolutionary formula.®® A few days later, Luxemburg was
arrested to serve her sentence.® Newspapers and journalists suffered blow
after blow. In February, Volkszeitung in Kénigsberg was suspended for three
weeks. In March, the Magdeburg Volksstimme was suspended, the Bergische
Arbeitsstimme, and the Sozialdemocratische Zeitung in Remscheid were banned.
In May, a former editor in the Freie Presse was arrested.®> The repression
continued. In April 1916, Lichtstrahlen was banned,® and, on 17 October of
the same year, Vorwirts was seized by the military authorities, and handed
over to the Party Executive.**

In a general way, the Social-Democratic leadership played a role as auxiliary
police in the policy of ‘civil peace’. Heavy industry and the General Staff
worked hand-in-hand to organise a war economy, the burden of which was
carried by the working people. Public expenditure was financed by inflation.
The prices of foodstuffs rose by fifty per cent in the first two years, whilst
wages remained static.®® The trade-union leader, Winnig, went so far as to
declare: ‘Above the momentary interests of the wage-earners, there stands
national independence and the desire for economy on the part of the whole
people.”®

Soon everyone’s earnings, even those of skilled workers, tended towards
a ‘minimum diet’, which itself was gravely endangered by rationing and

shortages. Bread was put on ration on 1 February 1915. Next, it was the turn

% [llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 515.

% Text in Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/1, op. cit., pp. 162-6.
% V.I. Lenin, ‘Socialism and War’, op. cit., p. 326.

o1 Vorwiirts, 20 February 1915.

62 [llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 515.
 Bock, op. cit., p. 73.

 Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/1, op. cit., p. 490.

% Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., pp. 123-6.
6 Cited in ibid., p. 113.



The War and the Crisis of Social Democracy * 59

of fat, meat and potatoes. There was the terrible ‘turnip winter” of 1915-16.
Ration cards entitled holders — if the supplies were in the shops — to 1.5 kg
of bread, 2.5 kg of potatoes, 80 grams of butter, 250 grams of meat, 180 grams
of sugar and half an egg per week. This total provided one-third of the
necessary calories.” Working people, soldiers and sailors, and the civil
population suffered from hunger, but the former radical, Paul Lensch, wrote
that rationing was a measure of ‘war socialism’.®® As for dividends, they rose
on a regular basis.®

It was a long time since anyone could regard the War as the fresh, joyous
expedition that led straight to Paris. The war of the trenches, buried in mud
and cold, silenced heroic declamations. Overcrowded hospitals, the spectacle
of mutilated young men, the ever-lengthening lists of dead and missing ‘fallen
on the field of honour’, sounded the death-knell of the illusions which the
Social Democrats had encouraged in 1914. There would be no ‘new orientation’,
nor even any future for the millions of young Germans who were perishing
on every front. The desire for peace would perhaps have expressed itself
amongst the masses if the straitjacket of repression had not tightened daily.

On 28 May 1915, over a thousand women demonstrated for peace in front
of the Reichstag.”” On 2 December 1916, the Reichstag adopted the law on
mobilisation, the Hilfsdienstgesetz, which tied the worker to the workplace.
Every man between the ages of 17 and 60 not already in the armed forces
was obliged to report to the authorities with a certificate of employment or
a certificate provided by a preceding employer. In the latter case, he was
directed within a fortnight to a place of work. If he refused or left his work,
he risked a sentence of up to a year in prison.”

Nothing remained of the conquests made by German working class or
of the liberties which their leaders had called upon them to defend by
means of the War. Despite the repression, their anger increasingly found
expression. In November 1915 incidents occurred in Stuttgart, and women
demonstrated against the high cost of living. At the same time, in Leipzig,
the police put down attempts to demonstrate against the price of meat. In
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Berlin on 2 February 1916, there were incidents in front of empty shops.”? On
1 May 1916, the Internationale group called a demonstration against the
imperialist war.”® Several thousands of workers and young people gathered
round Liebknecht when he spoke in the Potsdamer Platz.”* He was arrested,
but 55,000 workers in the munitions factories in Berlin struck on 28 June,”
the day he appeared in court. They were followed by working people in
Brunswick, whilst in Bremen there were street demonstrations.”®

In July 1916, the miners of Borbeck in the Ruhr struck work for higher pay,
and they were followed elsewhere in the Ruhr during that summer. On 16
August in Essen, a group of workers demonstrated with shouts of ‘Long Live
Liebknecht!”. There were real hunger-riots in Hamburg. Repression struck
again. Karski was arrested on 28 June, Ernst Meyer on 3 August, and Mehring
on 15 August. Liebknecht had been sentenced in the lower court to two-and-
a-half years in a fortress, and this was increased on appeal to four-and-a-half
years.”

It was no longer possible to hide the deepening of social tensions. The
military and political leaders could not claim a victory for the ‘sacred union’,
but made up for it by attacking the “agitators’. The mass opposition encouraged
and occasionally engendered organisations at a very basic level, which enabled
the masses to express themselves and to act. The socialist movement came
back to life through violent convulsions after the stupor of August 1914. In
a letter to Victor Adler, Kautsky admitted: ‘Extremism corresponds to the
present needs of the uneducated masses. Today in the trenches, Liebknecht

is the most popular man.””®

The left-wing oppositions

Very slowly, the efforts of the German revolutionaries, the left radicals, to
organise began to have practical results. The small nucleus of friends who
had met immediately after 4 August around Luxemburg held together and
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grew. At the outset, it included Luxemburg herself, Liebknecht, Jogiches and
Marchlewski, her old comrades from Polish Social Democracy, Mehring and
Zetkin, who were her personal friends, Paul Levi, who had been her lawyer
since 1913, Meyer and Strobel, the journalists from Vorwiirts, and the Berlin
activists whom Liebknecht brought in — Wilhelm Pieck, the second secretary
of the Party in Berlin, whose contacts as a member of the apparatus were
valuable, Paul Lange and Hermann and Kéthe Duncker.”

Despite the presence of activists of Eastern European origin, this group had
only limited experience of clandestine activity. All its members were known
to the authorities and they were closely shadowed. They managed to undertake
clandestine propaganda work only when, after several months, the Dunckers
made contact with the leaders of the Party group in Niederbarnim, who
offered to provide technical help. The first leaflet was drafted by Marchlewski;
it was a polemical article against Haenisch® which the Niederbarnim comrades
ran off on a duplicator at night in one of their apartments, before sending
them to addresses from Clara Zetkin’s card-index.

For the moment, the group had two aims. Firstly, it wanted to break the
silence which could lead activists abroad to conclude that the German Social
Democrats were unanimous in their support for the chauvinist policy of their
leaders. Secondly, its members wished to build a genuine organisation.
Liebknecht, Luxemburg, Mehring and Zetkin addressed Swiss socialist papers
to make known their condemnation of the chauvinist declarations which the
revisionists Stidekum and Richard Fischer had made. Liebknecht, Luxemburg
and Mehring sent Christmas greetings to the Labour Leader in London; Mehring
declared that the struggle for peace and against annexations could not be
separated from the class struggle, and that it would be waged in Germany,
‘with the leaders if they wished, without them if they did nothing, and against
them if they resisted’.®!

Soon afterwards, the Niederbarnim comrades distributed within the Party
the text of the speech by Liebknecht opposing the vote for war credits.®> At
the end of December, Hugo Eberlein undertook to set up the basis of an

7 Bartel, op. cit., pp. 190-1; H. Wohlgemuth, Die Entstehung der KPD, East Berlin,
1968, pp. 64-5.

% H. Schumacher (op. cit., p. 134, n. 107) has shown that Paul Schwenk was mistaken
in attributing this article to Mehring.

81 Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/1, op. cit., pp. 31, 77.

82 Liebknecht, Klassenkampf gegen den Krieg, op. cit., p. 17; Dokumente und Materialen,
Volume 2/1, op. cit., p. 64.
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organisation: an internal network in the Party, including an agent in each
workplace and one person responsible in each locality for contact with the
centre for distributing the writings of the opposition.

By around mid-1915, the group was in contact with over three hundred
localities.®® On 5 January 1915, another member of the central nucleus, Artur
Crispien, sent an organising circular to members who were believed to be
reliable, and got replies within a few days from Dresden, Duisburg, Munich
and Danzig, as well as from such influential activists as Westmeyer and
Dissman.®* The first conference was held on 5 May in Berlin in Pieck’s
apartment. The organising work was sufficiently advanced for the activists
to sketch out a regional organisation, so that the structure of the secret network
within the Party could be improved.®

Successes and severe blows alternated in the secret struggle of these too
prominent activists. Luxemburg’s appeal was rejected, and she was imprisoned
for two months in February 1915. Nonetheless, she produced from prison a
contribution to the first issue of the journal, Die Internationale, which the group
had decided to produce, and which she and Mehring edited. It was printed
on the presses of a Party paper in the Ruhr, and appeared with contributions
from Zetkin, Thalheimer, Strobel, Kdthe Duncker, Paul Lange and Liebknecht.
But the journal was immediately banned.® At the same moment, the
Wilrttemberg activist Jakob Walcher was arrested and charged with distributing
a subversive leaflet. The decision of the court which sentenced him emphasised
that his political line was opposed to that of his Party.*”

The year 1915 was very hard. Clara Zetkin was arrested on her return
from the International Women’s Conference in Berne.® She was released in
October, but her health was very bad, and she took hardly any part in the

8 Institute of Marxism-Leninism of the Central Committee of the SED (IML ZPA),
East Berlin, Wilhelm Pieck. Mappe, Dokumente du KPD 1914, 1929, NL 36/2. Substantial
excerpts in G. Badia, Le Spartakisme, Paris, 1967, pp. 326-37.

8 Wohlgemuth, op. cit., p. 98.

8 Bartel, op. cit., p. 222; and IML-ZPA, NL 36/2. Those present were Pieck, Liebknecht,
Mehring, Kédthe and Hermann Duncker, Geithner, Riihle, Paul Levi, Crispien, Berten,
Merkel and Gabel.

8 See Wohlgemuth’s introduction to the facsimile reprint of this issue of Die Inter-
nationale, East Berlin, 1965.

¥ Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 142.

8 Bartel, op. cit., p. 250; Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit.,
p. 516.
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opposition’s activity.¥ In Stuttgart, seven activists, including Friedrich
Westmeyer and a youth, Hans Tittel, were arrested and charged.” In Berlin,
Pieck made contact with some young workers influenced by the Saxon building
worker Fritz Globig,” but he was arrested after the women’s demonstration
outside the Reichstag.”? In the autumn, it was the turn of Meyer, and of
Eberlein. In the end, despite his age, Friedrich Westmeyer was called up into
the army, and was to die in a hospital near the front.”

Political activity amongst the émigrés and in the Swiss workers’ movement
closely affected the German movement, because the first international
regroupments took place in Switzerland. Willi Miinzenberg had been the
Secretary of the Swiss socialist youth for several years, and had maintained
contacts with Germany, both with Bremen and with Saxony. At the beginning
of the War, he was working with the Rhinelander, Walter Stoecker. Ten countries
were represented at the youth conference which was held in Berne at Easter
1915; German groups in Stuttgart, Goppingen and Karlsruhe sent delegates.
The resolution moved by a Bolshevik won only three votes with thirteen
against. But the conference decided to break from the Vienna Bureau, and
proclaimed itself the Independent Youth International, with Miinzenberg as
its international secretary. On 1 September 1915, the first issue of its journal,
Jugend-Internationale, appeared with articles by Hoernle, Liebknecht, Kollontai
and Radek. Liebknecht, Mehring, Paul Frélich and Georg Schumann helped
to distribute it in Germany.”

At the time of the international socialist conference in Zimmerwald, the
opponents of the war were divided equally between a centrist majority tending
towards pacifism, and a Left which was identified by its acceptance of the
Bolshevik theses. Five Germans were present: Adolf Hoffmann and Ledebour
on one side, and Meyer and Thalheimer, representing the Internationale group,
on the other, all voted with the majority. Borchardt, the editor of Lichtstrahlen,

alone lined up with Lenin in the Zimmerwald Left.”

®

° Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 142.
% Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/1, op. cit., pp. 201-6.
1 Arendsee, op. cit., p. 92.
2 Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 515.
% Ibid., pp. 142, 515.
% W. Miinzenberg, Die Dritte Front, Berlin, 1930, pp. 43, 156-65, 204-7.
% Bartel, op. cit., p. 237.
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In June 1915, more than 750 well-known activists, editors of newspapers,
full-time officials and trade-union leaders, addressed a protest to the Party
Executive against its policy.” The text was drafted in Liebknecht’s apartment
by himself, Meyer, Strébel, Marchlewski, Hermann Duncker and Mehring,
as well as Laukant, Heinrich Laufenberg and Ledebour.” On 1 January 1916,
the Internationale group held a conference in Liebknecht’s apartment. The
twelve delegates®™ adopted as the basis for their activity the document The
Crisis of Social Democracy, which Luxemburg had drafted in prison. This fiercely
criticised ‘civil peace’ as well as pacifist illusions, and declared that peace
could result only from revolutionary activity by the working class.”” On 19
March, a larger conference was held, again in Berlin, with seventeen delegates
from Berlin itself.!® This conference took up an extremely clear attitude
towards the newly-emerging centrist opposition, and was in fact the beginning
of the future Spartacus group.

Lenin subjected the documents of the Internationale group to a detailed
criticism, especially the Junius Pamphlet which Luxemburg had written in
prison. The essential divergence lay in the fact that the Germans set peace as
their aim, rather than civil war. Lenin attacked ‘Junius’ for an analysis that
was based on the past, centred around the perspective of a return to the
prewar situation, and to the unfolding of the class struggle within the
framework of bourgeois democracy, whilst he believed that the War had
opened up the epoch of revolutions.'” Nonetheless, the call for class struggle
during a war was a revolutionary act of great importance. When the Spartacus
group, following Liebknecht, declared that the main enemy was at home, it
took its place in the revolutionary wing which was gradually taking shape

within the international socialist movement.

% Text in Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/1, op. cit., pp. 169-73.

% Amongst those who signed were many future Communist leaders, such as
Brandler, Brass, Daumig, Eberlein, Heckert, Lange, Merges, Paul Neumann, Riihle,
Thalheimer and Walcher, as well as future leaders of the Independents, Crispien,
Robert Dissmann and Ledebour.

% K. Duncker, Eberlein, Knief, Liebknecht, Lindau, Mehring, Meyer, Minster, Riihle,
Schumann, August and Bertha Thalheimer (Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution,
op. cit., p. 135). See also Bartel, op. cit., pp. 270-5; and Wohlgemuth, op. cit., pp.
167-71.

% Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/1, op. cit., pp. 279-82.

10 This conference became known after the discovery in 1948 of the notes of one
of the participants, Ohloff. U. Plener, ‘Die Mérzkonferenz der Spartakusgruppe, ein
Markstein auf dem Wege zur Griindung der KPD’, Beitrige zur Geschichte der deutschen
Arbeiterbewegung, East Berlin, 1961, no. 4, pp. 812-41.

01 See in particular V.I. Lenin, ‘The Junius Pamphlet’, Collected Works, Volume 22,
Moscow, 1977, pp. 305-19.
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Moreover, a few days after the conference, Otto Riihle published in Vorwirts
a sensational article in support of a split in the Social-Democratic movement,'”
which so far had been defended only by Borchardt’s paper,'” and he had
been arrested. The activists had been working towards a split in the youth
organisations, as shown by the efforts of, for example, Fritz Globig and his
comrades in Berlin'™ to organise the young workers on an independent basis.
At Easter, under cover of a conference of nature-lovers, they held a national
conference of the oppositional youth in an inn near Jena. Liebknecht, Riihle,
Hoernle and Schumann took part, and the conference adopted theses drafted
by Liebknecht.!" The revolutionaries succeeded in establishing such legal
papers as Arbeiterpolitik in Bremen and Sozialdemokrat in Stuttgart.!® They also
published illegal papers more or less regularly, such as the Spartacus Letters,
but also Der Kampf in Duisberg and Hamburg.'””

As it grew, the opposition encountered problems, both in respect of contacts
with centrist oppositionists, who were increasingly numerous and active
within the parliamentary group, and over differences in respect of its own
perspectives. Some wanted to work towards proclaiming a new party, and
to cut all their links with Social Democracy. Luxemburg opposed them. In
her opinion, they should stay in the Party as long as they could, take care
not to become a sect, and work to draw the workers into struggle.'® Already
in January, Johann Knief in Bremen, Rithle and Lindau had declared for a
split.'” The demonstration of 1 May 1916 had corresponded to Luxemburg’s
conception of mass action, whilst the leaflet drafted by Liebknecht had been
printed and distributed by young activists,"® which pointed to a certain degree
of organisation.

The strike on 28 June seemed to confirm this line; workers with whom the
revolutionaries had no direct influence carried out during the War the type

102 “Zur Parteispaltung’, Vorwirts, 12 January 1916; Dokumente und Materialen, Volume
2/1, op. cit., pp. 301-7.

15 Bock, op. cit., p. 74.

¢ Arendsee, op. cit., p. 103.

15 Jllustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 131; Bartel, op. cit.,
p- 307.

%6 Controlled by Walcher, Hoernle, Crispien and Riick (Illustrierte Geschichte der
deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 143).

17 Tbid.

18 Frolich, op. cit., p. 277, Wohlgemuth, op. cit., p. 186.

1 F. Globig, . . . aber verbunden sind wir machtig, East Berlin, 1958, p. 138; Wohlgemuth,
op. cit., p. 169.

10 Arendsee, op. cit., pp. 101-2.
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of political strike which the revisionists believed to be impossible even in
peacetime. Nonetheless, despite the efforts of the organiser, Jogiches, and of
Levi, who went to Switzerland and made contacts there,™ the Spartacus group
(as it was now called) remained numerically weak, and did not succeed in
capitalising in numerical terms upon the sympathy which Liebknecht’s prestige
won for it."> Some of its members, such as Heckert and Brandler in Chemnitz,
exerted real influence because they had trade-union positions,' but the group
itself remained a fairly loose network with insecure connections which arrests
or mobilisation could break at any moment.

In reality, there were several organisations. In Berlin, the Lichtstrahlen
group was organised as the International Socialists of Germany (ISD), but
repression and then the evolution of its principal figure, Borchardt, soon
disappointed those — notably Lenin — who were counting on its development."*
In the north-west, several groups began to organise in association with Die
Internationale, whilst at the same time they maintained their links with Radek
in Switzerland. In Hamburg, the historian Heinrich Laufenberg, who had
been a centrist before the war, had taken a stand against the War. He maintained
an active small clandestine group along with such other activists as Fritz
Wolffheim, a former member of the Industrial Workers of the World in
the USA, Rudolf Lindau, Wilhelm Diiwell, and Paul Frélich. By its side,
an organisation of ‘free youth” formed on a socialist, anti-militarist and
internationalist basis carried on agitation and propaganda work under cover
of leisure and open-air activities. Thanks to the support of underground
leaders, it recruited widely amongst working-class youth, but had no contact
with the underground groups."

In Bremen, where the radicals had always enjoyed considerable influence —
Pieck had been secretary there, and Pannekoek had lived there for six years —
Johann Knief, a former schoolteacher who had become a Party instructor and
editorial worker on Bremer-Biirgerzeitung, had much influence amongst young

workers. The cadres of the Party knew Radek personally, and he continued

UL Beradt, op. cit.,, p. 17, finds it important to defend Levi against his right-wing
critics by explaining the political purpose of his visits to Switzerland.

12 Prestige which rose still higher after he was sentenced.

13 S, Beckert, ‘Die Linken in Chemnitz im Kampf gegen den Opportunismus fiir
die Herausbildung einer neuen revolutiondren Partei’, Beitrige zur Geschichte der
deutschen Arbeiterbewegung, no. 1, 1967, pp. 109ft.

4 On Lenin’s hopes, see V.I. Lenin, “To Karl Radek’, op. cit., pp. 334-6.

5 Vorwirts und nicht vergessen, East Berlin, 1958, pp. 235, 253.
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to influence them strongly by correspondence. Knief was able to maintain a
weekly discussion circle in the Party, at which he would defend revolutionary
theses, distributing the articles by Radek, Lenin and Trotsky which were
appearing in the Swiss press."® He was able to build up a clandestine nucleus
of young activists, which had a certain influence amongst the dockers.

One of his supporters, a young journalist named Eildermann, maintained
regular relations with the youth organisations in Dresden and in Stuttgart,
and even with a group of soldiers in the 75th Infantry Regiment, organised
by a Bremen shoemaker, Carl Jannack. Whilst on leave in the autumn of 1915,
Jannack told Knief that his comrades were in favour of a split and of founding
a revolutionary party. Eildermann was delegated from Bremen to the Jena
conference in 1916. In the same year, the Bremen revolutionaries, having
definitively broken from the centrist team which ran Bremer-Biirgerzeitung,
had collected money from the workers in the naval dockyards to buy the
press for the new weekly which they were soon to bring out, Arbeiterpolitik.
Their leaders took part in the conference of Die Internationale, maintained
contact with Borchardt and the ISD, and with the Zimmerwald Left through
Radek. During Easter 1916, they had a long discussion with Ernst Meyer
about their work, when he visited them from Berlin.""”

In Berlin, the work of the activists in Niederbarnim, which had started
within the Party, was quickly taken over by a new opposition which started
in the trade unions, that of the ‘revolutionary delegates’, the successors in
the Berlin factories of the well-known ‘men of confidence’ of the SPD."® It
was the war which marked them, and gave them a special character. When
‘civil peace” was proclaimed, in fact, several leading figures in the metalworkers’
union (the DMYV) in Berlin attended a meeting called by the leader of the
turners’ branch, the Social Democrat Richard Miiller, in order to organise a
struggle in the union against the employers, over the heads of the reformist
leaders who supported the war policy, namely Oskar Cohen and Siering.
They received so wide a hearing that in March 1916, only Miiller’s firm refusal
to stand stopped him being elected to head the union in Berlin.'

e Ibid., p. 142.

17 Ibid., pp. 143-8, 169.

18 On this, see W. Tormin, Zwischen Ritediktatur und sozialer Demokratie, Diisseldorf,
1954, pp. 40-44; P. von Oertzen, Betriebsrite in der Novemberrevolution, Diisseldorf, 1964,
pp- 71-8; Winkler, op. cit., pp. 1422-35. See also the memoirs of Richard Miiller, Vom
Kaiserreich zur Republik, Berlin, 1924-5.

19 R. Miiller, op. cit., pp. 59-60.
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Miiller was later to regret letting this opportunity slip, but the group for
the moment preferred semi-clandestine activity in the union apparatus to
direct assumption of responsibilities. The original nucleus, the existence of
which was to surprise many people in 1918, acted in a climate of conspiracy.
It methodically recruited reliable members from amongst the trade-union
representatives in the workplaces and different crafts. The members of the
network buried themselves with securing key positions. They took advantage
of the legal cover provided by the turners” union and acted in the union as
a well-organised fraction, but always kept close links with the workers in the
factories and the workshops, becoming capable of checking on the way a
delegates’ congress went, and, insisting on full freedom of discussion.

They constituted a unique kind of organisation, neither a trade union nor
a party, but a clandestine group in the trade unions and the Party alike. As
the leading circle of the revolutionary delegates, they succeeded several times
in expressing the workers” will to resist the state and the Party apparatus,
and in concretely expressing in activity their demands and their readiness
to struggle. The principal nucleus, the ‘centre’, never numbered more than
fiftty members,'* but thanks to the turners, who were well situated in every
workplace, as a small but well-knit and disciplined phalanx in the delegates’
meetings, they could set in motion, with the help of some hundreds of men
whom they directly influenced, tens and later hundreds of thousands of Berlin
workers, by enabling them to make their own decisions about active initiatives
which corresponded with their aspirations.

These metalworkers, who were specialists on relatively high pay because
the firms which employed them were on full-time war work, were certainly
the finest people in Social Democracy and in the prewar trade-union movement.
Unknown in 1914, by the end of the War they were to be the accepted leaders
of the workers of Berlin and, despite their relative youth, the cadres of the
revolutionary socialist movement. Their principal leader, Richard Miiller, was
linked to Ledebour and leaned towards the centrist opposition, which led
him to try to prevent polemics breaking out in their ranks between the different
tendencies in the opposition.'” Three of them at least, Bruno Peters, Otto
Franke and Hermann Grothe were either members of the Spartacus group,

120 According to von Oertzen (op. cit., p. 74), who provides convincing arguments
against the figure of 80 to 100 put forward by Tormin, op. cit., p. 42.
121 R. Miiller, op. cit., p. 66.
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or were soon to join it.'”? The rest, the majority of whom became Communists
in 1919-20, were close to the Spartacists, such as Paul Eckert, Paul Wegmann,
Richard Nowakowski, Hans Pfeiffer, Paul Neumann, Heinrich Malzahn,
Neuendorf, Otto Tost, Paul Scholze, Fritz Winguth, Richard Schéttler, Paul
Weyer and Anton Grylewicz.'? Their circle was broadened by activists who
were not factory workers, such as Ottomar Geschke, who ran a hostel for
young workers.” This circle, which was constantly renewed by individual
mobilisations and demobilisations, organised in June 1916 the strike in solidarity
with Liebknecht by 55,000 Berlin metalworkers.'>

It was a flexible network which relied on the mutual trust of activists
working in legal organisations. The circle of the revolutionary delegates was
in reality a candidate for the leadership of the Berlin workers. It was successfully
to challenge the SPD and the unions several times for this, without, however,
having the ambition of becoming an independent political leadership or of
splitting the unions.

Revolutionaries who opposed a split

The positions of the revolutionary opposition in Germany, then, were very
far from expressing what the Bolsheviks were expecting. To be sure, the little
group in Bremen did from time to time publish articles by Bukharin, Radek
or Lenin, and was ready to accept as a whole Lenin’s analyses of the bankruptcy
of the Second International and the necessity for a new International. The
Internationale group, which agreed that the Second International was bankrupt,
recognised that the Third International was historically necessary, but refused
to prepare for it by a split:

12 Von Oertzen, op. cit., p. 73, and recollections of the earliest activists in Vorwirts
und nicht vergessen, op. cit., pp. 269ff., 349ff. On Grothe, see his biography in H. Weber,
Der Griindungsparteitag der KPD, Frankfurt-am-Main, 1969, p. 317.

1% See biographies in Appendix.

24 Von Oertzen (op. cit.), also implies that Paul Scholze was a member of the
Spartacist group, which is possible, but for which there is no documentary evidence.
In any case, he did not join the KPD(S) in January 1919. ]J.S. Drabkin considers as
‘revolutionary activists at work amongst the revolutionary delegates” Franke, Schéttler,
Nowakowski and Hans Pfeiffer (Die Novemberrevolution 1918 in Deutschland, Berlin,
1968, p. 448).

1% Winkler, op. cit., pp. 1429-30. It seems to have remained the case throughout the
war that the police could never penetrate this circle; at all events, there is no report
on them in the documents published by Leo Stern.



70 + Chapter Four

The new International which must be born after the bankruptcy of its
predecessor can only be born on the basis of the class struggles of the
working-class masses of the most important countries. . . . It must be born
from below. . . . German social democracy, the bankruptcy of which has only
proved its weakness — which has long existed — must undergo a complete
internal change if it wishes one day to lead the proletarian masses in
conformity with its historic mission.

Its transformation into an active revolutionary force cannot be achieved
merely by programmes and manifestos, by a mechanical discipline or by
outdated organisational forms, but only by the propagation of class
consciousness and the resolute initiative of the masses . . . which presupposes
the transformation of the bureaucratic system of the party into a democratic

system, in which the full-timers will be the instruments of the masses.'*

In fact, Luxemburg drew lessons from the bankruptcy of the Second
International which did little to bring her nearer to Lenin’s standpoint on

organisation. She wrote:

It is precisely the powerful organisation, precisely the much-lauded discipline
of the German social democracy, which enabled a handful of parliamentarians
to command this organisation of four million people to turn around in 24
hours, and defend the very fortress which the organisation was designed
to attack. ... The more effective the education, the organisation and the
famous discipline . . . so much more effective today is the war-effort of

German social democracy.'”

Convinced that the revolutionaries must be organised in a party and in an
International, she did not believe that this historic task could be achieved in
any and every situation, and especially not in the absence of any mass
movement:

Men do not make their history as they would like, but they do make it
themselves. The activity of the working class depends on the degree of
maturity which social evolution has achieved. But social evolution does not

advance beyond the working class. It is the driving force of it and the cause,

126 Spartakusbriefe, Berlin, 1958, pp. 137-9.
127 R. Luxemburg, ‘The Reconstruction of the International’, Ausgewihlte Reden und
Schriften, Volume 2, p. 521.
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as much as the product and the result. Its activity itself is a determining
factor in History. And if we cannot jump over historical evolution, we
certainly can accelerate or slow down this evolution. . . . The victory of the
socialist proletariat is bound to the iron laws of History, to the thousand
stages of an earlier evolution filled with suffering and with too many delays.
But this victory cannot be won if there does not leap, from the mass of the
material conditions which History has accumulated, the spark, the conscious

will of the great masses.'®

The revolutionaries in the Internationale group therefore accepted a very
different perspective from that of the Bolsheviks. Their task was to restore
the old house, to drive the Eberts and Scheidemanns out, and to win back
the Party for its members. For that purpose, whilst awaiting the inevitable
uprising of the masses, their propaganda would help both to enlighten it,
and to provide an analysis of it. But the immediate, ‘mechanical” split which
the Bolsheviks advocated and which certain elements in Germany influenced
by them were beginning to advocate, seemed to them to be a remedy worse
than the disease. Jogiches wrote that it would result in cutting off the
revolutionaries from ‘the best comrades in the Party’, and in plunging them

into impotence.'” Luxemburg wrote:

It is always possible to walk out of small sects or small coteries, and, if one
does not want to stay there, to apply oneself to building new sects and new
coteries. But it is only an irresponsible daydream to want to liberate the
whole mass of the working class from the very weighty and dangerous yoke

of the bourgeoisie by a simple ‘walk-out’.!*

In fact, she claimed that such an initiative would fail to address the root of
the problem: the liberation of the proletariat passes through their liberation
from ‘parliamentary cretinism” and from the superstition of the “party card’.
She wrote:

18 R. Luxemburg, “The Crisis of Social Democracy’, Ausgewihlte Reden und Schriften,
Volume 2, p. 269.

12 See in particular the letter from Jogiches to Heckert and Brandler in September
1916, quoted by Wohlgemuth, op. cit., p. 193.

130 “Gracchus’, ‘Open Letter to Our Political Friends’, Der Kampf, Duisburg, no. 31,
6 January 1917, in Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/1, op. cit., p. 525.



72 + Chapter Four

The liquidation of the heap of organised decay which today calls itself
Social Democracy is not a private affair which depends on the personal
decision of one or several groups. It will occur inevitably as the result of
the World War."*

In reality, just as the decisions of August 1914 had demonstrated that the
SPD was not only ‘the movement of the class itself” but also an apparatus
which could defect to the camp of the class enemy, so the events of 1917
were to reveal the futility of the perspectives of restoring or reforming the
Party. The split in Social Democracy was in fact to take place, partly, to be
sure, as a consequence of the ‘pressure of the masses’, but above all on the
initiative of the apparatus. It was to take place, not between revolutionaries
and reformists, but amongst the reformists. In this way, it once again created
confusion in the ranks of the revolutionaries, who had not been able either
to foresee or to prepare for it.

131 Tbid.



Chapter Five

The Foundation of the Independent
Social-Democratic Party

There were two other German Social Democrats
besides Borchardt from Lichtstrahlen and Ernst Meyer
and Bertha Thalheimer from Internationale at the
Zimmerwald conference. They were Georg Ledebour
and Adolf Hoffmann, both Reichstag deputies and
well-known figures on the radical Left, for which
they had often spoken in the prewar polemics against
the revisionists and the reformists. At Zimmerwald,
they supported the theses of the majority, which
Lenin characterised as ‘centrist’. Contrary to the
opinion expressed by Franz Borkenau, that the War
provoked regroupments on entirely new bases,’
the old oppositions, apart from a few individual
defections, reappeared immediately after August
1914. The fourteen deputies who on 3 August had
supported the position of voting against war credits
took much the same approach as the radical bloc.
They reflected the radicals” attachment to the Erfurt
Programme and their principled stand that called
upon all socialists to reject any collaboration with
the bourgeois state.

But the sharpness of the contradictions which
the war opened up, plus Liebknecht’s initiatives,
raised new problems, and opened new perspectives
which the old left bloc had never envisaged. When

! Borkenau, op. cit., p. 61.
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Liebknecht refused to bow before the discipline of the Party and appealed to
the masses to act independently over its head, he effectively fragmented the
radical bloc, a process of which he was aware: “What is needed now is open
agitation and clarification, not seeking agreement on a middle position.”

The reaction of the other opposition deputies could not fail to be sharp.
Starting from the night of 1-2 December 1914, when Liebknecht separated
from those who thereafter were called the centrists, polemics raged amongst
the former radicals. Haase and his friends, like Ledebour and Adolf Hoffmann,
regarded Liebknecht as having acted like an irresponsible sectarian, and
having provided the executive with a pretext for disciplinary actions which
could only confuse the issues in the necessary internal discussions. Liebknecht
retorted that when the opposition, anxious to appear loyal, bowed before the
decisions of the Executive, they became its accomplices. The centrists accepted
this risk. In their eyes, the Party was still their party, whatever its errors, and
the vote on 4 August was one such error, aggravated by subsequent errors
about annexations. In their opinion, the political struggle to regenerate the
Party had to be waged within it, with respect for its constitution and its
traditions.

A loyal opposition

The Executive understood this situation perfectly. For the moment, it needed
to retain those oppositionists who had decided not to cause a scandal. It
could use them in its efforts to isolate Liebknecht and his supporters, portraying
the latter as sabotaging unity, and as ‘enemies of the Party’. The existence of
a loyal opposition had the effect of disproving Liebknecht’s charge that his
act of indiscipline was the only way to express his opposition. The Executive
accordingly decided on 3 February 1915 to authorise a certain form of public
opposition, and to permit deputies who could not conscientiously accept
discipline and vote for war credits to absent themselves when the vote was
taken. In the Reichstag session on 20 March, the deputy Otto Riihle joined
Liebknecht in voting against the war credits, whilst Haase and his friends
walked out of the chamber before the vote.?

2 Liebknecht, Klassenkampf gegen den Krieg, op. cit., pp. 51-2.
% Prager, op. cit., pp. 534, 60.
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Whilst the supporters of the majority stressed the patriotic character of the
War and the need for ‘civil peace’ to ensure national defence, the centrist
minority stressed that the Social Democrats were seeking an honourable
compromise and a peace without annexations or indemnities, and were
showing their attachment to democratic liberties. Liebknecht and his comrades
refused to play this game. They criticised the thesis of ‘peace without
annexations’, which they analysed as an off-shoot of Kautsky’s prewar idea
of ‘universal disarmament’, a mere left-wing cover for the majority’s war
policy.

Events seemed to be proving Liebknecht to be right. In 1915, it was clear
that the War had come to stay, that the rulers of Germany had a programme
of annexations, and that the Social-Democratic Executive was far from
repudiating it. The attacks on democratic rights, the police repression, and
the deterioration in the conditions of the workers eased the task of all the
oppositionists, and the centrists were to harden their criticism and to express
it for the first time outside of the Party. In March, Haase and Stadthagen
denounced in the Reichstag the state of siege, censorship and the anti-working-
class character of the régime’s domestic policy. Ledebour denounced the
oppression of the national minorities in the occupied regions.* Haase accused
the government’s policy of exacerbating class differences. These criticisms
echoed a rising discontent, but were still located within the framework of the
war policy. Haase was arguing that abuses which threatened the morale of
the defenders of the fatherland had to be corrected.®

Three months later, the centrists faced the SPD Executive’s endorsement
of the government’s open declaration of annexationist policies. In order to
prevent Liebknecht from formally protesting against them, the centrists decided
to take a further step, following the protest of 9 June 1915 drafted by Liebknecht,
Strobel, Marchlewski, Meyer and others.® Bernstein, Haase and Kautsky
published in Leipziger Volkszeitung what was really a manifesto of the loyal
opposition, entitled ‘The Tasks of the Hour’.” They refrained from criticising
the position which the Party adopted in August 1914, but now declared that

* Schorske, op. cit., p. 303.

> Stenographische Berichte der Verhandlungen des deutschen Reichstages, Volume 306,
p. 46. Prager (op. cit., pp. 56-7) does not note the nationalist phrases.

¢ Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/1, op. cit., p. 169, n. 1.

7 ‘Das Gebot der Stunde’, Leipziger Volkszeitung, 19 June 1915; Prager, op. cit., pp.
72-4.
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the moment had come, with the security of Germany ensured and its frontiers
protected, for placing the accent on that part of the Social-Democratic
programme which had hitherto been sidelined, but which was now more
relevant than ever, namely the return to the status quo of before 1914, by a
peace without annexations.

The text did not mention the class struggle, but it affirmed that the Party
should refuse to declare its confidence in the Bethmann-Hollweg government,
and suggested that the Party should take the initiative in a campaign for
peace. Despite the anodyne character of these proposals, the government
became anxious. After all, these three men taken together symbolised the
whole of prewar Social Democracy. Leipziger Volkszeitung was suppressed.®
The Executive, for its part, went through the motions of jettisoning ballast;
on 15 December, Scheidemann put a question to the Chancellor about his
programme of annexations.” The tone of his intervention and the content
of the reply by Bethmann-Hollweg gave the centrists the impression that
they were witnessing a piece of play-acting, and that the Executive had
already approved the programme. This provoked some them into breaking
discipline, and when war credits were voted on 29 December 1915, 22 Social-
Democratic deputies left the sitting to avoid voting, but 20 remained and
voted against.'

The first serious breach between the Executive and the loyal opposition
had just taken place. On 29 December, the loyal opposition published a
declaration in which it justified its attitude by saying that, in conformity with
the Party tradition, there could be no question of expressing confidence in
the government to carry out a policy of peace, now that Germany’s frontiers
were secure. The Executive made its contribution on 12 January, by expelling
Liebknecht from the parliamentary group, an undisguised threat to the other
rebels."

But signs of discontent in the Party were growing. The leading committee
[Zentralvorstand] in Greater Berlin approved the declaration of the minority
by 41 votes to 17. Ledebour won for it the approval of a large minority of
320 Party officials in the sixth constituency in Berlin. Similar votes took place

8 Bartel, op. cit., p. 240, n. 1.

? P. Scheidemann, Der Zusammenbruch, Berlin, 1921, pp. 30-2; Stenographische Berichte,
Volume 306, p. 443.

10 Prager, op. cit., pp. 87-8.

1 Ibid., pp. 87, 90.
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in Leipzig, Halle and Bremen.”” Part of the apparatus seemed to be joining
the loyal opposition. This was what their followers in the working class
demanded from them. Haase was a lawyer, and his profession put him in
day-to-day contact with the repression. He decided that he could no longer
make any concession over civil liberties.”” On 24 May 1916, he made a violent
speech in the Reichstag against the state of siege, and the minority voted
with him against its renewal. The answer came at once: the fraction expelled
them, by 53 votes to 33."

Towards the split in the Party

The 33 deputies who were expelled formed the Collective for Social-
Democratic Work [Sozialdemokratische Arbeitsgemeinschaft] in the Reichstag.”
The split in the parliamentary group had been effected. In principle, there
was still a single party, but in reality there were two parliamentary groups
and three tendencies.

The revolutionaries and the pacifists did not seem to be close to agreement.
Since December 1915, Liebknecht had been avoided by the deputies who now
supported the Collective.'* In the course of a meeting which took place in
Neukolln, they refused to take part in the demonstration which he and his
comrades were preparing for 1 May.” In Bremen the deputy Henke, a member
of the Haase group, broke off relations with Knief and Frolich, who were
preparing to found Arbeiterpolitik.'® The first of the Spartacus letters contained
violent attacks on the centrists. From that time onwards, the two tendencies
were in competition, each trying to extend its influence in the Party."

The actions of the Executive brought them closer together. Starting in March,
the Executive started a violent campaign to recover control of the organisation.

This culminated in September with the holding of a national conference on

2 Ibid., p. 91.

3 Schorske, op. cit., p. 309.

4 Prager, op. cit., pp. 94-6.

5 Text of the statement in ibid., p. 96.

16 Liebknecht, Klassenkampf gegen den Krieg, op. cit., pp. 90-92; ‘Die Dezemberménner
von 1915’, Spartakusbriefe, op. cit., pp. 86-91.

7" Spartakusbriefe, op. cit., pp. 165-6.

18 Unter der roten Fahne, East Berlin, 1958, pp. 90-1.

19 Kautsky wrote to Adler on 7 August 1916: ‘The danger to us from the Spartacus
group is great. ... If the Left of the fraction had demonstrated by declaring its
independence a year ago, as I wanted it to do, the Spartacus group today would have
no importance.” (Adler, op. cit., p. 361.)
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the theme of Party unity. In October, the military authorities seized Vorwiirts,
the fortress of the centrists round Hilferding, and handed it to the Executive,
who made it its own principal organ under the control of Hermann Miiller.°

The Berlin workers in the Party who sympathised with the opposition were
not to forget what they regarded as an act of piracy, and as the symbol of
the break from socialist principles on the part of the Social-Democratic leaders.
When the Reichstag discussed the law about mobilising manpower, Haase
called it ‘a second anti-socialist law’.*' His group accused the supporters of
the majority who voted for it, and the trade-union leaders who accepted it,
of ‘forging the chains of the proletariat’.?> The adoption of this law during
the “turnip winter’ lifted the Party crisis to its height. The Party was tearing
itself apart under the pressure of conflicting class forces: the ruling classes
acting through the Executive as their intermediary, and the working people
compelling the centrists to express their will to resist. The Executive found
itself facing the consequences of its own policy. Its only course was to impose
inside the Party the same state of siege as already weighed upon the country.
As for the loyal opposition, it had to defend itself, and cease to be loyal on
pain of death.

A national conference of the oppositions was organised in Berlin on
7 January 1917 on the initiative of the Collective for Social-Democratic Work.
The problem was to agree on measures to be taken to defend the minorities,
to defend activists threatened with expulsion, and to protect their newspapers
from the threat of seizure.” All the currents were represented there, and
of the 157 delegates, 35 were Spartacists.* No one suggested taking the
initiative in a split. On behalf of the Spartacists, Meyer suggested refusing
to pay membership fees over to the Executive, as the Stuttgart and Bremen
organisations had already done.” The majority of the delegates declined to
follow him on this course, which they regarded as very likely to lead to a
split. The only result of the conference was that a resolution was carried
calling for the maintenance of “‘permanent contacts” between the oppositions
in order to develop their influence ‘within the framework of the constitution

20

Prager, op. cit., pp. 116-19.

1 Stenographische Berichte, Volume 308, pp. 2290—4.

2 Protokoll iiber die Verhandlungen des Griindungsparteitages der USP, 1917, p. 88.
Ibid., pp. 97-8; Prager, op. cit., p. 124.

Prager, op. cit., p. 125.
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of the Party’.* This received 111 votes, against 34 for a Spartacist motion, and
six for a document from Borchardt.”

The response of the Executive, ten days later, showed how inane these
precautions were. On 16 January, it announced that the opposition ‘had
placed itself outside the Party’ by holding this conference, which it regarded
as ‘factional’. It instructed the local organisations to take all necessary measures
— contrary to the constitution — against the ‘saboteurs’, who were to be expelled
with the least possible delay.”® The purge was carried out in a high-handed
fashion. Where the supporters of the Executive had a majority in the leading
committees, the minority was expelled. Where the oppositionists held the
levers of power, the Executive expelled the local organisation en bloc and
formed a new one with people whom it could trust in control. Ninety-one
local organisations were expelled in this way, with the overwhelming majority
of the activists in Berlin, Leipzig, Bremen and Brunswick.?? Nothing now
remained for the oppositionists but to act upon the Executive’s fait accompli.
The opposition had a split forced upon it, and, in the course of a congress
held in Gotha at Easter 1917 it decided to form the Independent Social-
Democratic Party of Germany (USPD).

The formation of the Independent Social-Democratic Party

In this way, the SPD split during the crucial year of the War, against the
declared will of practically all the leaders of the opposition. It was neither a
matter of a few leaders splitting off, nor of the secession of some local
organisations. The Party was divided from top to bottom. Some 170,000
members stayed with the old firm, whilst the new party claimed 120,000.%
Amongst the latter were the best-known leaders of every prewar tendency,
Liebknecht and Luxemburg, Haase and Ledebour, Kautsky and Hilferding,
and even Bernstein. The split was neither prepared nor desired by the

% The text is given in Prager, op. cit., pp. 126-7.

7 Ibid., p. 126.

% Ibid., pp. 129-30, Protokoll iiber die Verhandlungen des Parteitages der
Sozialdemokratischen Partei Deutschlands, 1917, p. 36.

¥ Prager, op. cit., pp. 130-1.

% llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 148. Ossip Flechtheim
mentions another estimate, that of Drahn, who attributes 248,000 members to the SPD
and 100,000 to the USPD. He notes that, according to Ebert, the USPD had 14,000
members in Berlin as against 12,000 for the SPD (O.K. Flechtheim, Die KPD in der
Weimarer Republik, Offenbach, 1948, p. 109).
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oppositionists; it resulted from the combined pressure of the rise in working-
class indignation and the determination of the Executive, in the service of
the war policy, to throttle all resistance. The leaders of the new party, who
had fought for years with the avowed object of avoiding a split, paradoxically
found themselves at the head of a party which resulted from a split.

The presence of the Spartacist militants in the ranks of the USPD is no less
surprising, since it followed the sharp struggle against the centrists and the
loyal opposition. Since December 1915, all their documents had stressed
the need for a well-defined political demarcation from the centrists. In a
resounding article in Vorwirts, which won the warm approval of Lenin,* Otto
Riihle had spoken out in favour of a split, because he felt that the centrists
and revolutionaries could not work together in the same organisation.®

In March 1916, when the Spartacists welcomed the foundation of the
Collective for Social-Democratic Work in the Reichstag, they were careful to
distance themselves from its pacifist politics. They wrote: ‘The slogan is neither
split nor unity, a new party or the old one, but the reconquest of the Party
from below, by the revolt of the masses, who must take their organisations
and their instruments in hand.”*® Meyer developed this position at the
conference of the opposition in January 1917:

The opposition will remain in the Party not only in order to resist the politics
of the majority with pen and activity, but in order to interpose itself, to
protect the masses from the Imperial policy which is being practised
clandestinely by Social Democracy, and in order to use the Party as a recruiting
ground for the working-class anti-militarist policy. ... We remain in the
Party only to the extent that we can wage the class struggle there against
the Executive. From the moment when we are seriously prevented from

doing so, we shall not wish to remain. But we are not for the split.*

However, the determination of the Executive to force the split opened up the
development which the Spartacists feared. There were many who thought

that the moment had come also to break with the centrists. Already at the

3 V.I. Lenin, ‘The Tasks of the Opposition in France’, Collected Works, Volume 22,
op. cit., pp. 127-30.

2 Vorwiirts, 12 January 1916; reproduced in Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/1,
op. cit., pp. 301-5.

% ‘Ntichterne Priifung und scharfe Entscheidung’, Dokumente und Materialen, Volume
2/1, op. cit., pp. 328-33.

* E. Meyer, Spartakus im Kriege, Berlin, 1927, p. 14.
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conference of 1 December 1916, Johann Knief, a delegate from Bremen,
supported by Rudolf Lindau from Hamburg, had demanded that the opposition
should set itself the aim of building an independent revolutionary party. A
few weeks later, the Bremen activists decided to stop paying their contributions
to the Executive, and to act autonomously.® In the columns of their paper,
Arbeiterpolitik, Karl Radek defended the idea of constructing a revolutionary
party by a decisive break from the centrists: “The idea of constructing a party
jointly with the centrists is a dangerous utopia. Whether the circumstances
are favourable or not, the left radicals must construct their own party if they
wish to fulfil their historic mission.”” Many Spartacists were of the same
mind. This was the original position of Heckert and his comrades from
Chemnitz,*® and of the Wiirttemberg militants whom Jogiches set himself to
win with such success. It was also the standpoint of Paul Levi, who in February
1917 wrote an article for Arbeiterpolitik, stating that he was a member of the
Internationale group. He called for a sharp, clear break from the centrists.*
Everything depended on what the Internationale people would decide to
do in this situation which they had neither desired nor foreseen. The left

radicals in Bremen recognised this:

The left radicals face a big decision. The biggest responsibility rests in the
hands of the Internationale group, the most active and the largest group,
which we see as the nucleus of the future radical party of the Left, despite
the criticisms which we have had to make of it. We frankly admit that
without it, we and the ISD will not be able for the foreseeable future to
construct a party capable of acting. The radical Left depends on the
Internationale group in order for the struggle to be carried on in an orderly
manner, under its own banner if not, as yet, as a small army. Otherwise,
the struggle for clarification amongst the various left oppositions within the

workers” movement will be delayed even longer.*

But the Spartacist leaders did not reach a decision. They were convinced that
the authorities had decided to stifle their voice by any means; they feared

% Globig, op. cit., p. 138.

% Unter der roten Fahne, op. cit., p. 90.

¥ ‘Unterm eigenen Banner’, Arbeiterpolitik, nos 8 and 9, 1917, in In den Reihen der
Deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 411.

% Beckert, op. cit., pp. 1094t

¥ PL, ‘Wir und die andern’, Arbeiterpolitik, no. 9, 1917.

20 Arbeiterpolitik, no. 10, 10 March 1917.
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being isolated from the masses if they did not have the cover of a legal party.
And they decided to join the USPD, despite the reservations of many of them,
the members from Wiirttemberg in particular, to whom Jogiches wrote to
remind them that the group had clearly rejected forming an independent
party which might well degenerate quickly into a sect.*

These reservations were expressed even at the congress at which the Party
was founded. A member from Duisberg, Rosi Wolfstein, announced that she
was deeply suspicious of the centrists.*” In the name of the group, Fritz Riick
declared that he intended to preserve inside the new party the utmost freedom
of movement, and said that they must fight for the widest possible autonomy
of the organisations at the base of the party against the ‘apparatus’, and spoke
in favour of a ‘revolutionary policy’, not only in words but in deeds.*

The clearest result of the Spartacists’ decision was to divide the revolutionary
minority (the ISD and Borchardt did not join the USPD),* and especially to
enable the USPD to benefit from the enormous prestige which Karl Liebknecht
had won by his courageous struggle against the War.

At first glance, the adherence of people like Kautsky, Bernstein and Wurm,
who were regarded as the right wing of the centrists, was no less surprising.
It was known that they thought that the essential factor was the struggle for
a compromise peace, which would, moreover, be the only means of avoiding
serious revolutionary disturbances. It was known that they were convinced
that this struggle had no chance of winning if it was not led by the old SPD.
They had firmly opposed the creation of a new party even after the first mass
expulsions.

Many of the centrists like them would have preferred to have avoided
the proclamation of a party at Gotha, and would have been satisfied with
the label of the ‘organisation of the opposition’, which had the double advantage
in their eyes of keeping alive the perspective of regenerating the old party,
and of closing the road to the revolutionaries who wanted the construction

of a new party and a new International. It seems likely that Kautsky and

4 Extracts from his letter in Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit.,
pp- 147-8.

2 Leipziger Volkszeitung, 15 April 1917.

4 Protokoll USP, 1917, op. cit., pp. 19-23. The Spartacist speaker provoked various
interruptions by quoting with approval what Radek had written before the War (pp.
62-7).

# Statement from Bremen and Hamburg in Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/1,
op. cit., p. 605.



The Foundation of the Independent Social-Democratic Party « 83

Bernstein only decided to join the new organisation after consulting friends,
in order to act as a counter-weight to the Spartacists and help to limit their
influence there.®

At the Gotha Congress, Kautsky and the former revisionists Bernstein and
Eisner were finally to line up with Haase defending the retention of the old
title for the new organisation. Kautsky declared that the new party ‘would
be a continuation’. He claimed that it was really the ‘government socialists’
who had abandoned the Party, betrayed its programme, and deserted its
mission. What for him was a ‘fall-back’ position was no doubt the real feeling
of most of the delegates. Haase, who had the ear of the Congress, sincerely
wanted a new party, which would correct what it would now consider to be
the mistake of August 1914, and return to the line which it should never have
abandoned, “unity to lead the class struggle vigorously and effectively’.*

In this sense, it was the old party that he wanted to revive, the pre-1914
party in its political composition and its factional conflicts; the revolution-
aries Liebknecht and Luxemburg had their place there at the side of the
revisionist Bernstein. Ledebour distinguished himself by the sharpness —
even bitterness — of his attacks on the Spartacists and what he called their
‘nihilism’. He supported the principle of national defence, and he called for
popular pressure to be directed on the government for peace negotiations
to be opened. He developed at the Congress his conception of a negotiated
peace — very much along the lines of the US President Woodrow Wilson —
for self-determination of nations, for arbitration, general disarmament and
prohibition of secret diplomacy.”

The overwhelming majority of the members of the new party shared the
sentiments of the delegates to the foundation conference; that they must fight
at the same time for democracy and socialism, in other words, raise again
the banner of Social Democracy which the ‘majority” had trodden underfoot,
once again reconciling the minimum programme and the revolutionary
objective. The Gotha Congress solemnly re-adopted the old Erfurt Programme,*
and this gave full meaning to the act of the Party’s foundation. The delegates
regarded their task as reviving the old SPD and its old methods of struggle,
its tradition of opposition and refusal of collaboration with the state, but also

# Schorske, op. cit., pp. 314-5.

4 Protokoll USP, 1917, op. cit., pp. 3940, 49.
¥ Ibid., p. 56.

 Tbid., p. 47.
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its scepticism about the proletarian revolution, which it always regarded as
desirable but out of reach.

The new party was to be different to the prewar organisation in one important
respect. This was its structure, its degree of centralisation, and the role of its
apparatus. The majority of the delegates were convinced that all the deleterious
aspects had been due to the way in which the old party had been organised.
They decided to restrict the powers of the full-time officials on the leading
committees by granting them only consultative status. These leading committees
were renamed committees of action [Aktionausschuss]. The secretaries of
local or regional organisations were henceforth to be recruited and paid
directly by the organisation which employed them, and not by the national
leadership. The latter was also no longer to possess the title deeds to the
property of the Party’s enterprises, in particular in its press. Moreover, the
national leadership was to have at its side a council [Beirat] consisting of
people elected from the different regions, which had to be consulted before
any important decision could be taken.*

As Schorske noted, the centrists remained firmly fixed in the past even in
their efforts at innovation. They conceived of problems of organisation only
in the terms in which they had experienced them in the course of the years
immediately prior to the outbreak of the War, and they set themselves to
preventing the rebirth of a bureaucratic apparatus with an opportunistic
perspective. However, they did this during a serious wave of repression and
the emergence of a revolutionary situation which probably called for real
centralisation. But the Spartacists went even further in their opposition to
centralisation. They called not only for the number of full-timers and the
financial resources of the centre to be reduced to a minimum, but also for
complete freedom of expression and action for regional and especially local
organisations. One of their spokesmen, the young Fritz Riick, spelt it out:
‘We want to be free to pursue our own policy.”

We can explain why the Spartacists joined the USPD under these conditions.
Liebknecht said in the following year that they joined ‘in order to push it

¥ Ibid., p. 48. The draft of the proposed structure was presented by Wilhelm
Dittmann. The leadership consisted of Dittmann, Haase, Hofer, Laukant, Ledebour,
Wengels and Luise Zietz. Ernst Meyer was defeated in the election. The Beirat included
Dissmann, Paul Dittmann, Fleissner, Griitz, Henke, Sepp Oerter and Schnellbacher
(Prager, op. cit., p. 154).

50 Protokoll USP, 1917, pp. 22-6, 29.
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forward, to get it within the reach of our whip, and to win the best elements
of it’,°! and because it offered the best field of work for people who had
difficulty expressing themselves publicly as a tendency.

But these explanations settle only some of the problems. The attitude of
the Spartacists towards the new party can only be explained by their conception
of the proletarian revolution, which they had elaborated in the struggle against
bureaucratic centralisation, and which showed little concern for the question
of organisation. This is where one can locate the roots of their differences,
not merely with the Bolsheviks on the international plane, but also on the
national plane with the left radicals in Bremen. Had they not been convinced
that the masses would spontaneously find the forms of organisation adequate
to the course of their actions, and that the role of the party was no more than
to enlighten them and stimulate them to action, then the Spartacists would
have formed their own organisation, or at least solidly organised their own
faction within the USPD - something which they did not do.

Schorske comments on the organisational structure which the Party adopted
at Gotha:

The Independents thus deprived themselves of any organizational instrument
by which the spontaneous mass actions of the revolution, once begun, could
be unified and consolidated into a single political striking force. The frustrating

experience of yesterday had blinded the revolutionary leaders of tomorrow.*

The left wing breaks up

The left radicals had energetically opposed the decision of the Spartacists to
join the new party. In February 1917 at a meeting in Bremen, Knief called for
a complete ideological and organisational break with the social patriots and
the centrists alike:

The split in the Party which the social patriot leaders carried through
imperatively demands the sharpest struggle against the social patriots and
the centre of the Party within the unions and the cooperatives as well. It

then further requires the immediate regrouping of all the left-radical elements

5 Bericht iiber den Griindungsparteitag der Kommunistischen Partei Deutschlands (Sparta-
kusbund) 30 December 1918 to 1 January 1919, Berlin, nd (1919), p. 4.
52 Schorske, op. cit., p. 321.
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in a workers’ party, and finally the preparing of an international meeting
of the socialist working class to continue the work of Zimmerwald and
Kienthal ®

In early March 1917, the left-radical groups in Bremen, Hamburg, Hanover
and Riistringen declared in favour of breaking from the Centre and constructing
an independent party of the left radicals.* Borchardt took the same position,
and justified it by the need to eliminate all ‘leaders’ from the workers’
movement.”

Immediately after the Gotha Congress, the Bremen and Hamburg groups
issued an appeal for the construction of an independent revolutionary
organisation.* Arbeiterpolitik announced in July: “The Internationale group is
dead. . .. The solid basis for the new international socialist party in Germany
exists. A group of comrades have formed themselves into an action committee
to take the first practical steps to form the new party.””’

Finally, in August 1917, a conference of the left-radical groups, with delegates
from Bremen, Berlin, Frankfurt-am-Main, Ristringen, Moers and Neustadt,
met in Berlin with the perspective of creating an ‘international socialist party’.”®
The resolution which the conference accepted emphasised for the first time
the need to resist the division of the workers” movement between parties and
trade unions. It pronounced itself in favour of organising workers’ associations
[Einheitsorganisationen], a position profoundly different from that of the
Bolsheviks, whose adherents the left radicals had hitherto appeared to be.
Moreover, at the same time, Julian Borchardt declared in a pamphlet that a
revolution in Germany was quite impossible.” Otto Riihle, who was still a
deputy in the Reichstag, joined the International Socialists, along with the
activists in Dresden and Pirna who supported him.

The first result, then, of the split in Social Democracy and of the foundation
of the USPD, was a split in the revolutionary Left, and a good deal of confusion.

However, some positive elements emerged. In Switzerland, the influence of

5% Arbeiterpolitik, no. 8, 24 February 1917, in Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/1,
op. cit., p. 571.

5 Arbeiterpolitik, no. 10, 10 March 1917, in ibid., p. 573.

% Ibid., p. 578.

% Arbeiterpolitik, no. 18, 5 May 1917, in ibid., p. 605.

57 Arbeiterpolitik, no. 30, 28 July 1917.

% Wohlgemuth (op. cit., p. 219) gives the first account of this conference, never
previously mentioned in any account.

% J. Borchardt, Revolutionshoffnung! (not consulted).
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the Bolsheviks on the émigré German revolutionaries had grown considerably
in this period. The Jugend-Internationale, run by Willi Miinzenberg, smuggled
Bolshevik texts into Germany, and many young militants, whether Spartacists
or left radicals, thereby came under the influence of Lenin.®*® And Paul Levi
accepted the invitation of Zinoviev to join the bureau of the Zimmerwald
Left as a German representative.*

Levi had been introduced by Radek to Lenin, who regarded him at this
time as ‘already a Bolshevik’.®> When Lenin started the long journey back
to Russia in April 1917, Levi was the first to sign the manifesto of the
internationalists, under his pseudonym of Paul Hartstein. This supported the
journey which was organised with the consent of the German government;
it declared that the ‘Russian revolutionaries wanted to return to Russia for
the sole purpose of working for the revolution there’, and that, ‘by this action,
they will help the workers of all countries and especially in Germany and
Austria to begin the revolutionary struggle against their governments’.®* Soon
afterwards, Levi returned to Germany, where he played an important role at
the head of the Spartacus group, and collaborated with the independent
Sozialdemokrat of Frankfurt, under the pseudonym of Hartlaub.*

As for Radek, he left Switzerland at the same time as Lenin, and was to
stay in Stockholm with Vorovsky and Hanecki. Together they organised the
production of two journals, Bote der Russischen Revolution and Russische
Korrespondenz-Pravda, which were to publish in Germany Bolshevik documents

and information from Russia.®

% Miinzenberg, op. cit., pp. 197-204.

61 At the Olten conference, according to Henri Guilbeaux, Du Kremlin au Cherche-Midi,
Paris, 1933, p. 106.

02 VI. Lenin, ‘A Letter to the German Communists’, Collected Works, Volume 32,
Moscow, 1975, p. 516.

0 “Déclaration des internationalistes faite a Berne le 7 avril 1917, Demain, no. 13,
May 1917.

¢ C. Beradt, Paul Levi, Frankfurt-am-Main, 1969, p. 18.

6 Schurer, op. cit., p. 65.
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Chapter Six

The Rise of the Revolutionary Movement

The year of 1917 marked the fundamental turning
point in the First World War. The Russian Revolution
was the most spectacular manifestation of the crisis
which shook all the warring countries. In Germany,
this crisis revealed itself in the first instance by the
formation of the Independent Social-Democratic
Party, which reflected a division in the working class.
After February 1917, the problem which had already
been posed at the level of theory by both Lenin and
Luxemburg — the construction of a revolutionary
party in Germany and a new international — was

now posed as a practical issue.

The turning point at the start of 1917

The battles in 1916 were very costly. Between February
and December, 240,000 German soldiers fell before
Verdun, without the General Staff gaining their
desired objective. At the end of December, the forces
of the Entente counter-attacked. The German generals
called for the resources which they considered
to be necessary for victory. Hindenburg became
commander-in-chief and Ludendorff quarter master-
general. They were to impose submarine warfare on
the civilian statesmen, a dangerous weapon because
it aroused public opinion in neutral countries against
Germany. It could be effective if it led to a rapid
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collapse of the resistance of the Entente, but after beginning in January it had
clearly failed by April.!

The winter was terrible; food froze in cellars.? The potato harvest in
1916 fell to 23 million tonnes from the prewar figure of 46 million, and six
million tonnes never reached the official market.? The black market flourished,
and the opulence of speculators was a standing insult to the workers” districts
and to the emaciated soldiers who emerged from time to time on leave from
the hell of the battlefield. Peasant discontent began to express itself in a
‘hesitation waltz’ by the Catholic Centre, which flirted in the Reichstag with
the outlook of the opposition.

Under these conditions, the Russian Revolution in February was to
reverberate loudly. At first sight, it seemed to raise the chances of a German
victory, because it put one of Germany’s adversaries almost completely out
of action. This is what the revisionist David said; he stressed that the revolution
had been possible only because it followed the collapse of the power of the
autocracy, for which the German war effort could clearly take the credit.* But
the event only appeared to serve the interests of those who wanted to fight
‘to the end” for victory. The censorship, of course, concealed the essential
aspects of the news from Russia, but every German was soon to learn, at
least in outline, that the Tsarist autocracy, which war propaganda had long
been presenting as ‘Enemy Number One’ had been brought down by a popular
revolution. The problem of war aims raised itself afresh. The appeal of the
Petrograd Soviet for peace — which was highlighted by the warmongers for
the purpose of claiming that a German victory was near — showed that the
reality of Germany’s war aims differed greatly from what Ebert and
Scheidemann had said they were.

Above all, the activities of the Russian workers and peasants, despite the
lack of information, served as an example to their German counterparts. Not
only was a victorious revolution possible, but it could lead to the end of the
slaughter elsewhere than in Russia as well. In the Council of Ministers, the
Minister for the Interior spoke of ‘the intoxicating effect of the Russian
Revolution’; the Under-Secretary of State Helfferich reported on his discussions

G. Badia, Histoire de I’Allemagne contemporaine, Volume 1, Paris, 1962, pp. 67-8.
Ibid., p. 69.

Sayous, op. cit.

Stenographische Berichte, Volume 311, p. 3980.
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with the trade unions, and declared that, according to them, ‘the public
agitation raised by the difficulties of the food supply and the revolutionary
movement in Russia may become a tempest that the government cannot
control’.?

The Revolution stimulated political clarification in the workers” movement,
forcing people to adopt a standpoint. In the Reichstag, Haase asked the
government: ‘Does the Chancellor want the German masses to end up speaking
Russian?’® Ledebour commented at Gotha on the attitude of the centrists:

We Social Democrats of the opposition have not ignored what is going
on in the East. We have used the opportunity to point out to the government
and the bourgeois parties that it is high time to draw the lessons. . ..
We have declared that if this state of things continues, there will inevitably
come about in our country, in Germany, events such as have happened in

Russia.”

The Spartacist, Fritz Heckert, declared, for his part, that the ‘German proletariat
must draw the lessons of the Russian Revolution and take their own destiny
in hand’,® whilst Clara Zetkin stated in a letter to the Congress:

The action of the people of Russia is written before our congress in letters
of fire. The ardent spirit and driving force of this action is the young working
class under the leadership of a social democracy which itself has known
how to hold high and pure the banner of international socialism in time of
war. I hope and I desire that your deliberations and your decisions will be
worthy of this historic event of the century! Let us put ourselves under the

tutelage of the historic mistress of every people and every age: the revolution.’

The workers’ reaction seems to have confirmed what the revolutionaries
thought. The Imperial authorities and the trade-union leaders busied themselves
as hard as they could with defusing the explosive elements which they could
see in the situation. A report from the prefect of police to the military
commander of Berlin, dated 23 February, stated: “Today nearly all the trade-
union activists in the metalworkers” union who can be regarded as setting

° Quoted by Badia, op. cit., no. 4, pp. 70-1.

¢ Stenographische Berichte, Volume 309, p. 2888.
7 Protokoll USP, 1917, p. 60.

s Ibid., p. 67.

? Tbid., p. 50.
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the opinion in the factories are politically members of the opposition and
largely members of the Spartacist group, whose slogan is: “End the War by
Strikes!”” In the same context, he detailed the attitude of the heads of the
trade-union apparatus:

The trade-union leaders Cohen and Siering are powerless in the face of the
power of the extremist trade-union activists, and are compelled to submit
to them, because their own positions and re-election are at stake. This is
why Siering is acting completely on the line of these extremists, agitating

in various meetings . . . which wins him the sympathy of the extremists."

In the approaching trial of strength the Imperial authorities were counting
on the leaders of the unions. The Under-Secretary of State Wahnschaffe wrote
to Ludendorff on 24 February: ‘We can hardly win the war without the
industrial workers. Now no one has as much influence on them, by a long
way, as the trade-union leaders. Without these leaders, and even more so
against them, nothing can be done.™

The strikes in April 1917

The clandestine organisations prepared for mass action, the conditions for
which seemed to have now arisen. In Berlin in the first days of April, the
Spartacists distributed a leaflet which called for a mass protest, and quoted
the example of the Russian workers, who had managed to bring down Tsarism
and found ‘a democratic republic’."? In Leipzig, a leaflet apparently from the
same source also welcomed the Russian Revolution, and ended: ‘Take your
own destiny in hand! Power will be yours if you are united!””® There were
work stoppages in Hamburg, Magdeburg, Bremen and Nuremberg. In Berlin,
the revolutionary delegates judged that the moment had come for action
which would make possible at first a mobilisation of the masses, and, at a
later stage, the conditions for broadening the spread of their appeal and
increasing the number of workers involved in action. They decided to take
advantage of a meeting of the metalworkers” union in Berlin on 15 April to

10 Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/1, op. cit., pp. 554-6.

1 Ibid., p. 559.

12 Ibid., pp. 630-33.

13 K. Mammach, Der Einfluss der russischen Februarrevolution und der Grossen
Sozialistischen Oktoberrevolution auf die deutsche Arbeiterklasse, East Berlin, 1955, p. 25.
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propose a motion in favour of a strike for better food." The trade-union
officials discovered what was being planned, and discreetly arranged for the
arrest on the 13th of Richard Miiller, the secret organiser of the revolutionary
metalworkers and the official representative of the turners.”” The news did
not reach the workers until the day of the meeting.

That day, a movement had already begun in Leipzig. On 12 April, women
demanded bread in a demonstration in front of the town hall; the police
arrested 16 demonstrators. On the 13th, the Saxon government appealed to
people to be calm and to accept unavoidable restrictive measures. On the
following day, more than 500 workers converged on the town hall demanding
an improvement of the food supply. They were allowed in, and there were
promises that measures would be taken.'®

On the morning of 15 April, it was announced that the weekly bread ration
would be cut from 1,350g to 450g. The news was accompanied by communiqués
hailing the success of submarine warfare.”” When the metalworkers met, they
decided to take action. Cohen and Siering quickly took the lead, and proposed
a strike for the following day, the 16th, for the food supply to be improved.'®
The revolutionary delegates had been outflanked. They approved the leaders’
initiative, but called further for the action to be kept up until Miiller was
released. Cohen replied that he could not accept alone the responsibility of
leading such a difficult operation; he called for and obtained the election of
a strike committee to conduct negotiations together with him."

On the 16th, Vorwiirts did not condemn the strike, but warned against the
danger which agitation might mean for the “peace policy” which, so it claimed,
was being elaborated. “The mad hope of seeing events like those in Russia’,
declared the Social-Democratic daily, ‘could cost the lives of hundreds of
thousands of men on the battlefield.”® Meanwhile, mass meetings were held
in all the factories. By nine o’clock, 300 firms were on strike. The trade unions
said that there was a confirmed total of 200,000 strikers, and the real figure

14 R. Miiller, op. cit., pp. 80-81.

5 Tbid., p. 82.

16 Mammach, op. cit., p. 24.

17 Miiller, op. cit., p. 79.

8 Mammach, op. cit., p. 35; Miiller, op. cit., p. 82.

9 Miiller, op. cit., p. 83; A. Schreiner et al., Revolutioniire Ereignisse und Probleme in
Deutschland wiihrend der Periode der Grossen Sozialistischen Oktoberrevolution 1917-1918,
East Berlin, 1957, pp. 33ff.

2 Vorwirts, 16 April 1917.
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seems to have been about 300,000.*' The streets began to fill with demonstrations
formed spontaneously behind a variety of slogans, many of them political.

The elected committee met at the office of the union and produced a smaller
commission. By the side of Alwin Korsten, who represented the general
leadership of the unions, and Cohen and Siering, the metalworkers” leaders,
there were eight factory delegates, at least two of whom, Otto Tost from
Schwartzkopf and Franz Fischer from DWM, were members of the clandestine
revolutionary nucleus. The delegation which they formed was received at
once by the commissioner for food supply, Michaelis, who promised that a
municipal food committee, on which the unions would be represented, would
be formed. The workers” delegates demanded guarantees that no one would
be punished, and insisted that Miiller be set free, and the commissioner
referred them to the military authorities. The interview lasted five hours.”

Things went the same way in Leipzig. On the morning of the 16th,
handwritten leaflets were distributed in nearly all the workplaces, calling on
the workers to hold a meeting in the lunch-break to decide whether to strike.”
The agitation continued in the factories throughout the morning, and forced
the trade-union leaders to take an initiative; the metalworkers” union called
a public meeting in the Brauereigarten in Leipzig-Stotteritz. Work generally
stopped by midday, and at three o’clock more than 10,000 workers gathered
to hear a speech from the leader of the metalworkers, Arthur Lieberasch.

He declared that the demonstration on the 14th had shown the leaders that
they must give the workers the possibility to express their demands. But
when he called for a return to work next day, he provoked a storm of protest.
Amid the uproar, a resolution was finally agreed: it called for increased rations
of food and coal, but also spelt out six political demands — a fact of the highest
importance. These called on the government to declare for a peace without
annexations, for censorship to be abolished, for the state of siege to be lifted,
for the conscription of labour to end, for political prisoners to be freed, and
for universal suffrage to be introduced at all levels.** The meeting decided
that the resolution must be delivered personally to the Chancellor in Berlin,
and elected a delegation on the spot, consisting of two officials from the
metalworkers” union and three representatives of the USPD.
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Meanwhile, another meeting was proceeding in the Vorgarten. A worker
hailed the Russian Revolution, saying that the meeting itself proved that it
was possible in Germany to copy its example. That evening, the trade-union
leaders urged the military authorities at all costs not to intervene, because
that would give the movement an ‘anarchist’ character, which they would
no longer be able to control.” In Berlin, the strike committee confirmed its
decision to continue the action until Miiller was set free.*®

On 17 April, the atmosphere grew even more tense. The Social-Democratic
leaders Bauer and Scheidemann worked hard to convince Helfferich and
General Groener that it was their duty to receive the delegation of the Leipzig
strikers, despite the fact that it was advancing political demands. To refuse
would lead to ‘useless bloodshed’, whilst it would cost nothing to receive
the delegation and appease it.”

The Spartacists distributed leaflets calling on the workers to take up the
demands of the Leipzig strikers, and to broaden the struggle on that basis.
Kérsten, Cohen and Siering were received by the High Command. They came
back with the assurance that Miiller was to be released with the least possible
delay. There was then a very lively discussion in the committee. Many delegates,
most of whom belonged to the USPD, wanted to raise again the Leipzig
political demands. Cohen retorted that the strike must be ended, that to
continue it would be to put at risk the gains which he had won, that the
committee had no mandate to go further, that another general meeting would
be needed to decide on a new strike platform, and, finally, that he was
personally opposed on principle to the unions taking up political positions.
In the end, he narrowly won the day. The meeting refused to adopt the Leipzig
political demands, and decided to call for a return to work on the next day,
the morning of the 18th.*® The delegation of Leipzig strikers, having returned
from Berlin where it had been received, took the same position. In principle,
the strike was over.

However, work did not recommence immediately. On the 17th, the USPD
deputies in Berlin took part in factory meetings, and called for the struggle
to continue on the basis of the Leipzig programme. The popular old comrade
Adolf Hoffmann welcomed the revolutionary example of Russia at a workers’

% Ibid., pp. 28-9.

% Schreiner, op. cit., pp. 40-1.

7 P. Scheidemann, Der Zussammenbruch, op. cit., p. 65.
% Schreiner, op. cit., pp. 44-5, 49; Miiller, op. cit., p. 83.
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meeting in the Knorr-Bremse plant. On the following day, he and Haase
were present at a meeting of the workers at DWM, where Siering in vain
pleaded for a return to work: ‘We must not end in division what we began
in unity.” Other Independent deputies, Vogtherr, Dittmann and Biichner,
argued for the strike to continue. In the end, over 50,000 workers were for
continuing the strike, and they denounced the ‘betrayal” of the movement by
the leaders.”

In most of the factory meetings, the slogan of electing workers” councils
was raised ‘like at Leipzig’ — this is how legends are born! — with representatives
of the USPD. The DWM strikers elected a strike committee led by revolutionary
delegates, Franz Fischer and Bruno Peters. The Knorr-Bremse strikers decided
after five hours’ discussion to put the demand for Liebknecht to be released
at the head of their demands. They elected a workers” council over which
the revolutionary Paul Scholze presided, and which at once issued a call for
workers” councils to be elected in every firm.** However, it was a minority
of workers who kept the movement going, and, despite the warnings of
Scheidemann who feared a ‘backlash’, the military authorities intervened,
placing the workers in the enterprises on strike under military discipline, and
arresting the leaders, including Peters, Fischer and Scholze.* Order was soon
restored, and work was resumed.

A few days later, General Groener, as the head of the armaments section
of the General Staff, issued an appeal to the workers:

Read and re-read again the letter of Marshal Hindenburg, and you will
recognise your worst enemies. They are not away near Arras, on the Aisne,
or in Champagne, nor are they in London. . . . Our worst enemies are in our
midst . . . the agitators for strikes. ... Whoever goes on strike when our

armies are facing the enemy is a cur.®

The trade unions backed him, in Vorwirts of 27 April: ‘Strikes must be
avoided. . . . An early peace is dependent upon the improvement of Germany’s
capacity to resist.”® However, the workers’ reaction was to be very different.
Three years later, Miiller recalled this episode, no doubt with a trace of
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nostalgia: ‘The revolutionary delegates and everyone who was working
against the War could not have accomplished by their propaganda what
Groener’s appeal did for them.”*

A stage had passed. The masses had delivered their first attack. The
Independent Social Democrats, who were at the same time conducting
discussions with a view to a parliamentary coalition that could end the war,
had won a great deal of prestige. In the eyes of ever-widening sections of the
people, they were appearing as the champions of a mass struggle for peace,
and this struggle would have revolutionary consequences, thanks to the very
conditions in which it was developing.

The revolutionary organisation of the sailors

A spontaneous revolutionary outburst in the navy was to turn to the USPD
for leadership. A wide range of factors coincided to produce active centres
of agitation aboard the warships. The crews included a majority of skilled
workers, most often metalworkers, who were class-conscious and had
experience of class struggle. The circumstances of the War, which kept the
ships in port, enabled the sailors to maintain close contacts with the workers
in the docks and shipyards, to circulate books, leaflets and newspapers, to
exchange ideas, and to organise discussions. The conditions of life, the
concentration of proletarians in confined spaces, and the qualities of daring
and the collective spirit which they promoted rendered the harsh conditions
endured by the sailors and stokers increasingly intolerable. All this occurred
within the combination of inactivity and the absurd disciplinary drills imposed
by a particularly reactionary officer corps.®

Right from the start of the War, there were some groups of people in the
navy who read the radical press, in particular the Leipziger Volkszeitung. In
1915, the paper had made a vague suggestion that a central organisation was
needed in the fleet to bring together the scattered socialist groups.* The
movement died down, and then reawakened after the winter of 1916-17,
especially under the influence of the Russian Revolution, in which young
petty-officers, sailors and stokers, workers by origin and Social Democrats
by education, saw before them the road that led to peace.

¥ Miiller, op. cit., p. 85.
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On the cruiser Friedrich der Grosse, a small group of men met regularly in
the boiler room or the munitions store. The stoker Willy Sachse and the sailor
Max Reichpietsch read and discussed pamphlets by Marx and Bebel, and
circulated copies of the Erfurt Programme. Ashore at Wilhelmshaven, they
made contact with crews from other ships. They learned in 1917 that canteen
committees were being introduced on all warships for the purpose of
supervising the feeding of the crews, and that they were to include sailors’
representatives. They grasped the opportunity on offer, and proceeded to
build a secret organisation, the League of Soldiers and Sailors.”

They utilised the activity of the canteen committees in the same way as
the workers in the factories used their delegates, and in a few weeks they
had succeeded in forming a very flexible network of trusted people covering
the whole fleet. This was led by clandestine committees first formed on the
Friedrich der Grosse and then on the Prinz Regent Luitpold, with links formed
on land. The political force behind the enterprise was Reichpietsch, and he
did not hide from his comrades what he intended: “We must make it perfectly
clear to everyone that the canteen commissions are the first step towards
constructing sailors’ councils on the Russian model.”*®

They could soon claim the credit for the victorious hunger strike on a
cruiser, and Reichpietsch estimated that his organisation was ready to start
a mass movement for peace in the fleet. But he judged it to be necessary,
before going further, to establish a connection with the USPD, to which he
was looking for perspectives and coordination in a common struggle. In mid-
June, whilst on leave, he contacted the Party in Berlin, and met its leaders,
Dittmann and Luise Zietz at the Party office, and then Haase, Vogtherr and
Dittmann again, who received him at the Reichstag.*

The work which Reichpietsch and his comrades undertook was extremely
dangerous, and required perfect organisation, clandestinity and secrecy,
substantial finance, and many other precautions. The old Social-Democratic
parliamentarians to whom he turned for help and direction had not the
slightest idea of these requirements. To be sure, Zietz did exclaim: “We ought
to stand in shame before these sailors; they are much more advanced
than we are.” But no more than the others could she raise herself above the

¥ Ibid., pp. 104-7.
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routine perspective of reformist, electoralist practice. Dittmann regretted that
he could not supply pamphlets of his speech against the state of siege to the
sailors free of charge, because the Party treasurer had not provided for the
possibility. He discouraged Reichpietsch from trying to form Party branches
on the ships; since, according to the Party’s rules, people in the armed forces
did not pay subscriptions, the Party centre was uninterested in their formal
membership.*

Nonetheless, he gave the sailors membership forms to fill in and return,
despite the fact that the slightest political activity on their part would, if
discovered, lead to their being court-martialled! Whilst he did not advise
forming sailors” branches, he did propose that they should join the existing
branches in the ports which carried on legal public activities, and he asked
Reichpietsch to take the initiative in founding a Party branch in Wilhelmshaven.
In general, he said, the sailors should not keep in contact with the national
leadership, but, wherever possible, should remain in touch with local
organisations. To be sure, Dittmann made clear to Reichpietsch the dangers
in what he was doing, but told him that he would do better in any case to
appear under his own name in the official activities of the Party on land.*

As for political perspectives, Haase and Dittmann told him about the
forthcoming conference of the Socialist International to be held in Stockholm,
and conceded that a movement for peace in the fleet would reinforce the
positions of the socialist supporters of peace there.* In a word, they told him
that, whilst they were sceptical about the possibilities for action which he
foresaw, there could be no question of dissuading him from being involved
in them. In any case, they did not warn him at all of the real risks which this
movement of sailors was running, and they actually compounded these risks
by recklessly widening the scope of their contacts with irresponsible civilians.

Reichpietsch took what he was offered. Consumed with the desire for action,
he returned to his ship and assured his comrades that the deputies whom
he had met were in favour of a revolutionary struggle for peace, and were
convinced of the decisive role which a general strike of the fleet would
play. The organisation widened further when a committee led by Beckers and
Kobis was founded on the Prinz Regent and undertook to build an organisation

4 Ibid., pp. 115-17.
4 Tbid., p. 117.
2 Tbid.
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on the ships anchored at Kiel. On 25 July 1917, a central leadership, the
clandestine Flottenzentrale, was set up, with more than 5,000 sailors grouped
under its leadership. To his comrades, Reichpietsch summed up the perspective:
a movement had to be organised in the fleet to provide arguments for the
Independent delegates at Stockholm, and, if nothing came out of the conference,
the revolutionary sailors ‘will put to the soldiers the slogan: “Arise! Let us
break our chains as the Russians have done!”” He added: ‘Each of us knows
what he will have to do.”®

There were more and more incidents, because the sailors were aware of
their strength, proud of their organisation, and confident of winning support.
On the 19th, there was a hunger-strike on the Prinz Regent Luitpold, a large-
scale walk-out without permission from the Pillau on the 20th, a walk-out
without permission of 49 men from the Prinz Regent Luitpold on 1 August,
and the “great disembarkation” by 400 crew members of the Prinz Regent on
2 August.* This time, the apparatus of repression was ready to go into action.
It knew everything. The ‘ringleaders” were arrested. On 26 August, a court-
martial pronounced five death sentences, and on 5 September Alwin Kobis
and Reichpietsch were shot.*

A few weeks later, Lenin wrote that this revolutionary movement marked
‘the growth of the world revolution’* and that it constituted one of the
‘indisputable symptoms’ of ‘a great turning point’, of ‘the eve of a worldwide
revolution’.* The approaching tragedy in Germany was summed up in this
drama, in the contrast between the readiness of the young workers in uniform
to act, and the impotence of leaders crushed by responsibilities, and convinced
that the future of humanity could be settled in terms of subscriptions, local
branches and speeches in parliamentary assemblies.

The aftermath of the October Revolution

The revolutionary sailors in Russia were more successful than their German
brothers. The victorious October Revolution was soon to answer the problems
of the day in another way, and to lead to new political regroupments. The
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leadership of the USPD hailed it in the Leipziger Volkszeitung on 12 November:
‘The working class has taken political power in Russia. This is an event of
world significance. Never has the working class faced such an important task
as this.”*®

On 14 November, the same newspaper wrote: “‘We German workers are
with all our hearts with our Russian comrades in struggle in these days. They
are also fighting for our cause. They are the vanguard of humanity, the
vanguard of peace.”*

In reality, the USPD was deeply divided about the stance it should take
towards the Revolution and the new Soviet régime. On the 12th, its leaders
called on the workers to follow the Russian example and “prepare to
demonstrate for a peace without annexations’.”® But on the 15th, Kautsky put
the question in the Leipziger Volkszeitung, ‘How is it going to finish?’, and
concluded, ‘in social and political decomposition, in chaos’.” On 30 November,
Zetkin explained the significance of the Revolution which gave state power
to the soviets, workers’ organisations,” but on 24 December, Bernstein violently
attacked the Bolshevik dictatorship,” and from the 17th onwards the Leipziger
Volkszeitung gave space to the Menshevik Stein to present severe criticisms
of the new revolutionary régime.>

The Bolsheviks regarded the victory of the revolution in Russia merely as
the first stage of a worldwide revolution. The celebrated decree of 26 December
1917 recalled this. Under the names of Lenin and Trotsky, the Soviet régime
offered its help by all possible means, including money, to the international
left wing of the workers” movement in all countries.”® When on 26 November,
the German-Russian peace negotiations at Brest-Litovsk began, the Bolsheviks
produced systematic propaganda addressed to the German soldiers and
workers which was intended to speed up the inevitable revolutionary explosion.
Radek directed a press bureau in the People’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs.
With the help of social-democratic activists recruited in the prisoner-of-

war camps, he organised the distribution, particularly by air, of hundreds of
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thousands of leaflets, reproducing the Soviet government’s peace appeal, and
then edited a journal, Die Fackel [The Torch], run off in half a million copies
and distributed all along the front.*

The German military leaders were alarmed by this propaganda, drafted in
simple, direct language, and by the effect which it had amongst troops who
hitherto had been well controlled. Their attitude hardened, they withdrew
the facilities for fraternisation which had been conceded in the course of the
armistice negotiations, and they did their best to reach a rapid conclusion,
and to exploit to the full the need of the Bolsheviks for peace. On 10 January
1918, General Hoffmann announced to the Russian delegates the conditions
of the ultimatum, which were to provoke a fraught discussion about the peace
amongst the Bolshevik leaders and the first serious crisis in the Party. However,
Trotsky was able to use the discussions at Brest as a platform from which the
Russian working people called for help to their brothers in the warring
countries, particularly in the empires of Central Europe.” Their call was heard;
on 14 January, a strike broke out in the Manfred Weiss arms factory in Csepel
in Budapest. In a few days, it spread to all the industrial enterprises in Austria
and Hungary.®

This was the beginning of what Franz Borkenau, who cannot be suspected
of exaggeration on the point, calls ‘the greatest revolutionary movement of
properly proletarian origin which the modern world has seen’, a movement
which, according to the same writer, was ‘to shake the Central Powers to

their foundations’.”

The strikes of January 1918

The combativity of the workers had risen continuously since October 1917.
News of the negotiations at Brest warmed the workers” hearts. Many militants
agreed with what Liebknecht wrote from prison:

Thanks to the Russian delegates, Brest has become a revolutionary platform
with reverberations felt far and wide. It has denounced the Central European

powers. It has exposed the German spirit of brigandage, lying, cunning and

% Fischer, op. cit., pp. 30-1.

% E.H. Carr, The Bolshevik Revolution, Volume 3, London, 1952, pp. 29-32.
% Borkenau, op. cit., pp. 91-2.

 Ibid., p. 92.
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hypocrisy. It has delivered a crushing judgement on the peace policy of the

German Majority, a policy which is not so much hypocritical as cynical.®

In the first fortnight of January, Spartacist militants distributed a leaflet calling
for a general strike, and denouncing the illusion that the separate peace with
Russia could be a step towards general peace.® Towards the middle of the
month, there was a joint meeting of the revolutionary delegates, the leaders
of the USPD, and its deputies in the Reichstag and the Prussian Landtag.
Miiller reported on the situation of the Berlin working class. He concluded
that a general strike for political demands could be called, and declared that
the workers were ready for it, but that they were waiting to be summoned
by the USPD.% The participants in the meeting were divided, and sometimes
disagreed violently. A minority, for which Strobel spoke, came out against
any action, and declared that Miiller was mistaken about the state of mind
of the workers, who, in reality, were completely passive. The majority agreed
with Haase in thinking that a general strike was necessary to impose peace,
but refused to run the risk of getting the Party banned, which he said would
certainly follow if they issued a call for one.

These hesitations were not to the taste of Ledebour and Adolf Hoffmann,
who said that they were prepared to sign a strike call personally if the Party
refused to do so0.”® In the end, they reached a compromise: a text drafted by
Haase calling for a three-day strike® would be signed, not by the Party as
such, but by the deputies, and would go into the factories as a leaflet.* Yet
the deputies still hesitated; two days later, the fraction altered the text and
deleted any mention of a strike, although the Party activists continued to
publicise the slogan by word of mouth. After fruitless negotiations to get the
leaflet printed illegally by the Spartacists, the text was finally published on
10 January. In particular, it declared:

If the working people do not express their will, it can appear that the

masses of the German people approve the acts of the ruling class. . .. The

80 Politische Aufzeichnungen aus seinem Nachlass, pp. 51-2. [By ‘majority’, Liebknecht
means the SPD. Editor’s note]

1 Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, East Berlin, 1967, pp. 67-70.

62 Miiller, op. cit., p. 101.

¢ Tbid.

¢ This detail comes from a Spartacist report on the strikes, usually attributed to
Jogiches (Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., p. 132).

% Miiller, op. cit., p. 102.

8 Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., p. 132.
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time has come for you to raise your voice for a peace without annexations
and indemnities, on the basis of the right of peoples to self-determination.

It is up to you.”

Meanwhile, the circle of revolutionary delegates had gone on to prepare for
the strike, the idea of which was favourably received in the factories in which
information about the strikes in Central Europe was circulating. They fixed
the start for Monday, 28 January, but did not make the decision public in
order to avoid any preventative repression.®® However, a Spartacist leaflet
issued in the week preceding that date, which carried news of the strike wave
in Austria-Hungary and ‘the workers” council of Vienna elected on the Russian
model’, announced: ‘Monday, 28 January, the general strike begins!"® It warned
workers against the majority ‘fight-to-the-bitter-end” socialists, whom it
recommended should on no account be elected to the councils: “These wolves
in sheep’s clothing are a danger to the movement much more serious than
the Prussian police.””

In this climate, the general meeting of the Berlin turners was held on
Sunday, 27 January. At the proposal of Miiller, with no shouting or applause,
it decided unanimously to start the strike on the following day in the morning,
when the workers were arriving for work and to hold general meetings on
the spot to elect delegates. These delegates were then to meet at the trade-
union centre and nominate the leadership of the strike. The lessons of April
1917 had not been forgotten.” On the morning of the 28th, there were 400,000
people on strike in Berlin, and general meetings were held in all the factories,
with the turners and the revolutionary delegates being elected with
overwhelming majorities. At midday, as arranged, the 414 delegates elected
in the factories met.

Miiller put before them a seven-point programme, close to the demands
of the Leipzig strikers in 1917: peace without annexations or indemnities, on
the basis of the right of the peoples to self-determination, as defined at Brest
by the Russian delegates; representation of workers in the peace negotiations;
improvements in the food supply; lifting of the state of siege; restoration of

 Miiller, op. cit., p. 102.

6 Tbid.

% Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., p. 71.
" Ibid., p. 73.

I R. Miiller, op. cit., p. 102.
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freedom of expression and assembly; laws restricting female and child labour;
an end to military control in the factories; liberation of political prisoners;
and democratisation of the state at all levels, beginning with equal and
universal suffrage at the age of 20 in the Prussian Landtag.”” The meeting
then elected an Action Committee of eleven members, all belonging to the
nucleus of the revolutionary delegates: Scholze and Tost, already known for
their role in the strike of April 1917, Eckert, Neuendorf, Blumenthal, Malzahn,
Kraatz, Zimmermann, Tirpitz, Clare Casper and, of course, Miiller.”

The meeting decided to invite the USPD to send three of its representatives
to speak to the Action Committee.” At that point, a Spartacist proposed
extending the same invitation to the SPD, in order (as he said) to ‘expose’
them.” The proposal was at first defeated by a majority of two, but was finally
adopted after an intervention by Miiller,” who feared that the movement
would be presented and denounced as ‘divisive” were the SPD not invited.

The Action Committee met at once. It included, besides the elected eleven,
Haase, Ledebour and Dittmann from the USPD, and Ebert, Scheidemann and
Braun from the SPD. Miiller was in the chair. Ebert immediately demanded
the right to speak, demanded that the number of representatives of parties
be equal to that of the striking workers, and declared that some of the demands
which had just been carried by vote were unacceptable. The elected eleven
refused to put into question what the workers” meeting had just decided.
However, the meeting was suddenly interrupted by the information — which
was false — that the police were on their way to the trade-union centre. When

72 Ibid. See the account of the beginning of the strike at AEG Hennigsdorf in
P. Blumenthal, ‘Die AEG Arbeiter demonstrieren fiir Karl Liebknecht’, 1918. Erinnerungen
von Veteranen der deutschen Gewerkschaftsbewegung an die Novemberrevolution (1914-1920),
Berlin, 1949, pp. 73—4.

73 Jogiches wrote about them: “Ten men workers and one woman, all trade unionists
of the opposition (not full-timers), influential in their milieu. . . . Their political position
mostly USPD but not in a clear way. They are in fact trade unionists rather than
political people. Amongst them were two who had been in the strike for Liebknecht,
and one from our group [presumably Paul Scholze].” (Dokumente und Materialen,
Volume 2/2, op. cit., p. 133.)

7 The invitation to the Independents, to ‘Ledebourski’ (as Jogiches called him) was
given in order to wrong-foot a metalworkers’ full-timer who supported the majority.
His name was Wuschek, and he had just arrived with a declaration from the ‘majority’
leadership calling for a united action (Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2,
op. cit., p. 133.)

> Miiller, op. cit., p. 103.

7 Jogiches specifies: ‘a member of our tendency aiming to confuse’.
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the moment of panic had passed it was noticed that the three SPD delegates
had departed. That evening, the military command banned factory meetings
and the election of strike committees. The number of strikers reached 500,000.”

On 29 January, the Committee of Action met again. Scheidemann announced
that in the interval he had made some contacts, and that the Under-Secretary
of State for the Interior was disposed to receive a delegation, on the condition
that it consisted only of parliamentarians, as the strikers” delegates had no
legal status as representatives. Scheidemann insisted that it was necessary to
open these negotiations, as they could benefit the movement on the issue of
food supplies. The majority of the Committee agreed to negotiate, but rejected
the conditions made by the Under-Secretary. It nominated Scholze, Miiller,
Haase and Scheidemann to meet him.

This delegation was kept waiting at the Ministry, and twice lost Scheidemann
in the corridors. In the end, the two deputies were received alone, not by the
Under-Secretary, but by a civil servant. To make things easier, Scholze and
Miiller stayed in the waiting room. The only information that the delegation
brought back was that the work of the Action Committee was declared to be
illegal, and could lead to criminal proceedings.”

Vorwirts was banned on 30 January. The authorities said that it had
‘propagated false news” when it announced that there were 300,000 people
on strike. This, however, was a great advantage, as it helped to rebuild its
prestige.

Here and there the strikers clashed with the police. The Action Committee
issued a leaflet calling for the strike to be extended: “The movement must be
strengthened so that the government will yield to our just demands.”” It
called for street demonstrations and an open-air meeting in Treptow Park on
the 31st. On the night of 30-1 January, the military command had big red
posters put up announcing that the state of siege had been tightened and
that special courts-martial had been set up. Five thousand non-commissioned
officers were drafted into the capital to support the police. In the morning,
the first incidents took place between striking workers and tramdrivers who
refused to strike. Civil war could be sensed in the air.* Jogiches described it

77 Miiller, op. cit., pp. 103—4.
s Ibid., p. 106.
° Ibid., pp. 106-7.

Ibid.
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thus: ‘Like a revolutionary breeze, a certain readiness, but no one knew what
to do. After each clash with the police we heard people say: “Comrades, we
shall come back with arms tomorrow.”’!

The tramway system was sabotaged,® and the first arrests followed.
Ebert spoke at the meeting in Treptow Park in defiance of the military
authorities” ban:

It is the duty of the workers to support their brothers and their fathers who
are at the front and to make the best possible weapons for them ... as the
English and French workers are doing for their brothers at the front in their

working hours. . . . Victory is the dearest wish of all Germans.®

He was called a ‘scab” and ‘traitor” by the crowd, but he declared that he
supported the strikers” demands, by which he meant their economic demands.

The police did not attempt to arrest him, but Dittmann was ‘caught in the
act” of calling for subversion, and he was later sentenced to five years in a
fortress. In the afternoon, Scheidemann and Ebert proposed to the Action
Committee that negotiations with the government be opened through the
trade union leaders whom the Chancellor was willing to receive.* The members
of the Committee were disoriented. As Jogiches pointed out, ‘they didn’t
know what to do with all this revolutionary energy’.* They were aware of
the trap which was being set for them with the negotiations, but they contented
themselves with declaring that only the strikers’ delegates could effectively
negotiate on behalf of the strikers.®

The government pressed home its advantage. On 1 February, the military
High Command announced that it would impose martial law in the factories
if work was not resumed by 4 February. At the Committee of Action, the SPD
deputies insisted that work must be quickly resumed. They said that great
dangers threatened the workers, because the military authorities were preparing
a clampdown, and that continuing with the strike would make things worse.
Once again, they set about trying — this time with the support of Haase — to
arrange for the Chancellor to authorise another mass meeting of the strikers.

81 Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., p. 134.

82 Tbid.

8 Quoted by K. Brammer, Der Prozess des Reichsprisidenten, pp. 68-9.
8 Miiller, op. cit., p. 107.

8 Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., p. 134.

8 Miiller, op. cit., p. 107.
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The Chancellor replied that he would only do so on condition that the delegates
undertook to ensure that the meeting would decide on an immediate return
to work!¥”

Isolated on the Action Committee, the revolutionary delegates refused to
go down the road which Haase and Scheidemann suggested, and unanimously
rejected the proposal that the trade-union leaders should mediate. But,
ultimately, the movement had been badly organised, and the Action Committee
was cut off from the mass of the strikers, which meant that the only information
they received was about the repression.® The Spartacists pressed for the strike
to be hardened, which could lead to armed struggle. However, the Berlin
strikers were isolated in the Reich, the soldiers remained disciplined. Nothing
pointed to a possible fraternisation of troops and workers. There was only
one way out left open to Miiller and his comrades: to put an end to the strike
without negotiations, and to recognise defeat and retreat. That is what they
did. The Action Committee issued a call for work to be resumed on 3 February.*

Aftermath of the strike of January 1918

Ebert recalled his role in the January 1918 strike in a court case some years
later against a nationalist who accused him of having ‘betrayed the fatherland’

in the midst of war:

The radical leadership had got the upper hand in the munitions factories
in Berlin. Supporters of our party whom the radicals had terrorised into
stopping work came to the Executive to ask it to send members into the
strike leadership. . . . I entered the strike leadership with the firmly-determined
intention of bringing the strike to an end as soon as possible, and in this

way saving the country from disaster.”

The Social-Democratic leaders repeated on a much larger scale the manoeuvre
which Cohen and Siering had pulled off in April 1917. They achieved their
aim, without appearing in the eyes of the majority of the strikers as actually
having broken the strike. When work was resumed, the Social-Democratic

press gave its policy a reasonable-socialist, ‘national” hallmark, which could

8 Ibid., pp. 108-9.

8 Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., p. 135.
% Miiller, op. cit., p. 110.

% Brammer, op. cit., p. 21.
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justify the prudent course it advocated in Germany, by savagely attacking
the Bolsheviks, and condemning the ‘extremism” which the Russian example
inspired. Otto Braun, writing in Vorwirts, declared unequivocally to the
Bolsheviks that their hopes for a German revolution had no basis in reality,
and that the German working class categorically renounced violence.”

This defeat was rich in lessons for the revolutionary minority. Richard
Miiller described the dominant feeling amongst the workers: “We need arms.
We need propaganda in the army. Revolution is the only way out.””* The
Spartacists drew the lessons of the experience of the Action Committee in
their leaflets. Jogiches wrote on their behalf:

Thanks to parliamentary cretinism, to their desire to apply ready-made
procedures to every industrial dispute, and especially through fear of the
masses, but more especially — and this is not the least important reason —
because, right from the start, the Independents could not conceive of the
strike except as a simple movement of protest, the Committee was restricted
by the influence of the deputies to trying to get into discussion with the
government, instead of rejecting negotiation in any form, and unleashing

the energies of the masses in the most varied forms.”

The Spartacists emphasised that the leadership in the struggles should be
placed in the hands of elected workers’ councils, and that the revolutionaries
should win over the soldiers. They distributed a special leaflet to the soldiers
in the Berlin garrison.”* Many worker activists shared these conclusions: ‘In
dealing with the reactionaries, we must learn to speak Russian.”” They soon
devoted themselves to popularising the slogan of the Russian Revolution:
‘Workers’ and Soldiers” Councils.”

During this period, the Spartacists printed eight leaflets with a print-run
of between 20,000 and 100,000 copies each. This was an impressive performance
for an illegal organisation.” Nonetheless, they recognised that they were

neither sufficiently organised nor clearly oriented. Jogiches wrote: ‘It appears

' Vorwirts, 15 February 1918.

%2 Miiller, op. cit., p. 110.

% Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., p. 134.
Excerpts in Bartel, Revolutiondre Ereignisse, op. cit., p. 168; it was attached to
Jogiches’s report, but is not included in Dokumente und Materialen.

% Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., p. 99.

% Ibid., pp. 137-8.

7 Ibid., p. 136.

94



10 « Chapter Six

that there were a great many of our supporters amongst the delegates. . . .
However, they were scattered, they had no plan of action, and they were lost
in the crowd. Moreover, most of them did not see things very clearly.”*®

Whilst waiting for the workers to draw the lessons of defeat and to rebuild
their forces, the price of the defeat had to be paid straightaway. Some 50,000
Berlin workers, about 10 per cent of the strikers, found their special exemptions
cancelled, and were called up into the armed forces. Amongst them were
‘ringleaders” like Miiller, who was the first to go.” The police set out to hunt
down the revolutionaries, and, during March, managed to arrest Jogiches,
who was in hiding in Neukdlln.'® The Spartacist organisation was beheaded
by these arrests. The government’s hands were free. On 18 February, the
German army launched an attack on the Eastern front, and its striking success
forced the Soviet government to submit to the German demands, which
caused grave difficulties for it, and helped to pave the way for the convulsions
of the Civil War.'!

In the Reichstag, the Majority Social Democrats abstained from voting on
the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk.'”” The generals confidently declared that victory
was within their reach, with the food supply guaranteed by the grain from
Ukraine."” The offensive on the Western front was to begin on 21 March.

Between March and November 1918, 192,447 people were to be killed in
the war, 421,340 were missing or imprisoned, 860,287 were wounded, and
there would be 300,000 more civilian deaths than in 1917, whilst the infant

mortality rate was to double.'™

% Ibid., p. 135.

% L. Stern, Die Auswirkungen der grossen sozialistischen Oktoberrevolution auf Deutschland,
Volume 2, East Berlin, 1959, pp. 488.
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who together had been in charge in Berlin of the revolutionary propaganda directed
to the soldiers in the garrison.
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Chapter Seven

Problems of the World Revolution

The momentous events of 4 August 1914 had raised
fundamental strategic and tactical problems for the
world socialist movement. The Russian Revolution
of 1917 posed them in their full sharpness. In Germany,
during the first three years of the War, the problems
of the revolutionary party and the seizure of state
power seemed to exist solely within the domain of
theory. The victory of the Bolsheviks in October 1917
was a verification in practice of their perspectives,
and put these questions on the agenda as concrete,
immediate tasks. Under the conditions of the War,
however, the initial tasks facing revolutionaries were
theoretical discussions, hindered by difficulties in
obtaining information.

The problem of the split before 1917

The overriding point in the theses which Rosa
Luxemburg drafted and which the conference
of the Internationale group adopted on 1 January
1916 had been expressed in the twelfth thesis, the
consequence of the analysis of the bankruptcy of the

Second International:

In view of the betrayal, by the official
representatives of the socialist parties in the
principal countries, of the aims and interests of
the working class; in view of their passage from

the camp of the working-class International to



[12 « Chapter Seven

the political camp of the imperialist bourgeoisie; it is vitally necessary for
socialism to build a new workers’ International, which will take into its own
hands the leadership and coordination of the revolutionary class struggle

against world imperialism.!

Lenin emphasised in his critique of the Junius Pamphlet that this dominant
thesis lost all its practical application if it was not accompanied by the decision
to break, in each country, from the centrist and social-pacifist leaderships
in order to group together in struggle those who would form the future
International.

Radek was the first to develop in Arbeiterpolitik the theoretical arguments
in favour of revolutionaries forcing the split in the socialist movement. He
started by showing how the leaderships of the various social-democratic
parties had all identified themselves since the declaration of war with
‘social imperialism’. He showed that the very simple argument in favour
of the split — that the unity of the socialist movement behind the social-
imperialist leaders meant unity with imperialism — was rejected by certain
revolutionaries — Luxemburg was his prime target — some of whom believed
that the consequences of the war would lead to the regeneration of the Party
as a whole, whilst others believed that a split organised before the masses
became conscious of the treachery of the leaders would be ineffective, resulting
in the isolation of the revolutionaries.

He directly confronted one of the most solid myths in the German socialist
movement, when he emphasised that workers’ unity was not a ‘good thing
in itself’, any more, necessarily, than splits were ‘a bad thing’. In fact, the
history of the workers” movement was that of a long succession of splits
which resulted not from chance or some whim of History, but from the
pressure of adverse social forces. He reviewed the main features of the
successive splits in the Chartist movement and of the German movement at
the time of Lassalle and the First International. He drew the conclusion:
‘Firstly, the divergent orientations within the workers” movement are always
rooted in social differences, differences which have led to splits. Secondly,
never has it been possible to recover quickly from these splits. The process
of unification has always been a long process of struggle.”

! Dokumente und Materielen, Volume 2/1, op. cit., p. 281.

2 K. Radek, ‘Einheit oder Spaltung’, Arbeiterpolitik, nos. 4, 8 and 10, 1916, in In den
Reihen der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., pp. 336-8.

* Ibid., p. 315.
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The same was true of the contemporary crisis of social democracy. The
‘policy of 4 August’ was in fact an international phenomenon, which necessarily
had common roots in London, St Petersburg, Paris and Vienna. These roots —
which, for example, explained the alignment of German ‘socialism” with the
traditional positions of the British trade unions towards the imperialist policies
of their bourgeoisie — were to be sought in the existence and the pressure of
a ‘labour aristocracy” in the labour movement:

The upper stratum of the German working class acquired relatively high
wages, thanks to the impetuous development of German industry. The
system of social insurance which the state or the unions provided offered
it relatively secure living conditions. We can say that this stratum had a
share in bourgeois culture. It had already been declaring for over fifteen
years, through the mouths of the revisionists and the trade-union leaders,

that it had more than its chains to lose.*

In fact, the essential forces in the camp of revisionism were not so much
the petty-bourgeois elements, particularly in the south, as the trade-union
leaders who supported this petty-bourgeois line. They relied on the privileges
which had been won to oppose every attempt to organise large-scale
movements of the workers to defend their political rights and to fight for
their economic demands. As Radek wrote in ‘“Unity or Split”: “They based
their resistance to the romantic revolutionaries on a claim that such actions
were impossible, but in reality what they expressed was the labour aristocracy’s
fear of seeing their conquests endangered.”” In the same perspective, the
revisionists and trade-union leaders had supported the colonial policy of the
German bourgeoisie.

Consequently, it was not by chance that the policy of 4 August carried the
day in the labour movement in countries like Germany, Britain and France
which had experienced a fairly profound development of a labour aristocracy.
Even in countries like Italy and Russia, where the labour aristocracy formed
only a very thin stratum, we saw groups of ‘social patriots” based on a nucleus
of skilled workers who thought in purely reformist terms, and who lined up
with their own bourgeoisie for that reason. The revolutionaries knew all this
before the War, but they had underestimated its effects:

4 Ibid., p. 317.
5 Ibid., p. 318.
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We believed that this policy expressed only the illusions of the leaders,
which would be dissipated under the sharpened pressure of class antagonisms.
Experience has shown that we were mistaken. In the first place, this was
not the policy of the leaders alone; it had behind it a whole category of
workers who wanted nothing other than what the leaders wanted. It would
be a fatal illusion to try to say that there are not masses behind the leaders,
or that, if they are behind them, it is simply because they are not enlightened

enough. The split goes through the masses of workers themselves.®

Some wrongly believed that the War would soon dispel the daydreams of
the social-imperialists, and that the unity of the workers must be preserved
at all costs in order that, when events had shown the revolutionaries to be
correct, the entire working class would rapidly recover its unity in the course
of struggle. For, whilst it was true that imperialism would be forced increasingly
to restrict the privileges of the labour aristocracy, and in this way undermine
the basis of reformism, the fact remained that an ideology anchored in a
stratum of society would not be dissipated in a few years.

To begin with, at the given time, the bourgeoisie had decided to utilise the
social-patriotic leaders, the spokesmen for the labour aristocracy, to maintain
and to conceal its own rule. The ‘socialists’ were to become ministers, to
occupy positions in the apparatus of the bourgeois state, and to seek, by
obtaining minor concessions, to divide the working class so that it could not
carry on a united revolutionary fight. If the revolutionary activists remained
within the Party for the purpose of carrying on the struggle against the social-
imperialists, they would, by that act, abandon their role as the vanguard in
the proletarian struggle:

If the formal unity of the Party remains unbroken, if the social-imperialists
dominate the Party and determine its policy, we shall be obliged either to
give up the struggle against the class enemy for some years, or to carry it
on without regard to the slogans of the imperialist leaderships. In the former
case, if we abandon the struggle against the external enemy and if we restrict
ourselves to criticising the social-imperialists, this criticism loses all meaning;
it will be wiped out and annulled by what we would have to do in the

Reichstag, in the trade-union movement, by our abstaining from action to

¢ Ibid., p. 320.
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convince the working masses that our criticism is correct. In the other case,
the social-imperialists will very quickly expel us from the Party. No majority
in the Party can tolerate for a long time a minority which condemns its
policy as a betrayal of its basic principles. It will still less tolerate this group
placing itself in opposition to all that it does, and it will call on the masses

to act against such a group.”

Radek goes on to say that, even if the revolutionaries became the majority
following a congress, they could not take the risk of keeping in the Party the
opportunists who were really class enemies. Consequently, the revolutionaries
would have to expel the opportunists along with those amongst the workers —
and there would be some — who continued to support them: “Whichever way
we turn, there will be a split.”® Therefore, he continues, they must consciously
prepare for it. It will be the only way to organise the struggle against imperialist
war, the bourgeoisie and its agents in the labour movement. The sooner it is
expressed practically in terms of organisation, as it has been expressed in
people’s thoughts since 1914, the sooner the damage will be repaired, the
sooner the revolutionary unity of the working class will be re-established.

A similar effort in the field of theoretical research led Marchlewski, in his
criticism of the theses on peace adopted by the SPD, to analyse the position
of the opportunists on the question of the state. He counterposed to them
the position of Marx and Engels, who saw the state as the instrument through
which the power of a class is exercised. Marchlewski took the same approach
as Lenin, who was working at the same time on The State and Revolution. He
declared: ‘The workers must struggle against the state. They cannot realise
their ideal, which is based on the liberty and equality of human beings,
without breaking the class-rule of the state.”

This was the way that some of the German revolutionaries came to approach
the outlook of the Bolsheviks, with whom they had only tenuous links and
no common organisation. The Russian Revolution was to contribute consistency
and weight to their ideas.

7 Ibid., pp. 323—4.
5 Ibid., p. 325.
? ‘Theses on the Question of Peace’, Spartakus im Kriege, p. 58.
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The influence of the Russian Revolution

The Russian Revolution’s influence can be traced in the German labour
movement from 1917, not merely in the theoretical and practical positions of
the German revolutionaries, but in the direction in which large masses of
workers moved, and in the way that the term ‘workers’ councils [Arbeiterriite]’,
the German rendering of the Russian ‘soviets’, entered the vernacular. These
were the signs of subterranean movements which were preparing revolutionary
explosions.

From this point of view, Russia in 1917 was not remote. Our problem,
however, is how, in this period of European war and state censorship, the
German workers and in particular the revolutionary groups could become
aware of the Russian experience. Likewise, we have to show the efforts
of the Bolsheviks, once they were in power, to try to win to their views
revolutionaries who were far from being in agreement with them on every
level, and in particular to convince them that their first duty was to form a
new party — which the Spartacists had up to now refused to consider.

Faced with the difficulty of establishing links with the various European
countries, the Bolsheviks did not neglect the opportunity offered by the
presence on Russian soil of some two million prisoners of war, amongst whom
were 165,000 German soldiers, and 2,000 German officers.'® The situation was
favourable after the February Revolution. Many prisoners were social-
democratic activists whose sympathies could not fail to be with the workers
and peasants, and with those parties which aimed at ending the imperialist
war. Neither the Mensheviks nor the Socialist Revolutionaries, who were
more or less paralysed by their policy of the ‘sacred union’, could in practice
manage to mount propaganda like that of the Bolsheviks amongst the prisoners
of war.

Small underground groups of social-democratic activists had been formed
here and there in Russia before the February Revolution. They developed
immediately after the Revolution when many German prisoners of war
went over to the Bolsheviks." But after October everything went forward on
a much wider scale, and the Bolsheviks made every attempt to capitalise
upon their earlier efforts. They also organised widespread agitation for

10°R. Dix, ‘Deutsche Internationalisten bei der Errichtung und Verteidigung der
Sowjetmacht’, Beitriige zur Geschichte der deutschen Arbeiterbewegung, no. 3, 1966, p. 495.
I Tbid., pp. 485, 496.
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fraternisation with the German forces along the whole front.”? Radek, who
had returned to Russia immediately after the insurrection, encouraged
systematic propaganda, agitation and organisation amongst the prisoners of
every nationality, and began with those who spoke German. In December
1917, his principal instrument, the German-language Die Fackel [The Torch],
began to appear."® The Federation of Internationalist Prisoners of War, followed
by the formation at a conference in Moscow of the German group of the
Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks) were the first practical results of this
effort to construct nuclei of foreign Communists.'* Whilst the signing of the
Brest-Litovsk Treaty put an end to this work of recruitment, at the same time
it would enable its full benefit to be felt, because many prisoners influenced
by the Russian Communists returned to their homelands. The troops themselves
frequently carried the revolutionary virus to the rear or to the other fronts."

Around Radek there appeared men who were to form in Russia the general
staff of the first nucleus of the German-speaking Communists, Rothkegel from
Hamburg, Josef Bohm from Bremen, the Austrian Karl Tomann, a former
trade-union official,'® the social-democratic activist Hermann Osterloh,” and
a young journalist who was the inspiration of a pacifist movement, Ernst
Reuter, whom the Soviet government appointed as a commissar in the republic
of the Volga Germans.'® There was also a railway worker, the son of German
émigrés, Nicholas Krebs, who had been a Bolshevik since 1916." Their politico-
military struggle in the areas under German army occupation brought other
recruits, such as the schoolteacher Wilhelm Zaisser, a reserve lieutenant, who
went over to the Ukrainian partisans with his unit.’

12 K.L. Seleznev, ‘Bolshevistskaiia agitatsia i revolutsionnoe dvizhenie v Germanskoi
Armii na vostochnoe fronte v 1918¢g’, in Noyabre'skaia Revolutiutsiia v Germanii, Moscow,
1960, pp. 271-328.

B Ibid., pp. 276-7.

" Dix, op. cit., p. 495. It is noteworthy that there is no reference to Radek in this
essay.

15 D.S. Davidovich, Revolutsionnii Krisis 1923 § V Germanii I Gamburgskoe vosstanie,
Moscow, 1963, pp. 133—4, mentions the influence exercised by Bolshevik propaganda
on the reserve officer Ernst Schneller, who was to become a communist on his return.

16 Dix, op. cit., p. 495.

7 W. Brandt and R. Lowenthal, Ernst Reuter. Ein Leben fiir die Freiheit, Munich, 1957,
pp- 109, 129.

8 He was later known in the KPD(S) of which he even became General Secretary
in 1921 for a few months. See Brandt and Lowenthal, op. cit., p. 112.

19 At this time, Krebs russified his name as Rakov; he was later active in Germany
as ‘Felix Wolf’.

% He was later a military leader in the fighting in the Ruhr, and served in Spain
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The links with the German revolutionary movement were considerably
eased when diplomatic relations were established between the Soviet
government and Germany immediately after the Brest-Litovsk Treaty was
signed. Bukharin himself stayed for some time in the embassy.?' The Soviet
ambassador, Adolf Joffe, was an old, experienced revolutionary activist, and
perfectly understood the reason for his mission. Already at Brest-Litovsk, he
amicably remarked to Count Czernin: ‘I hope that we shall soon manage to
unleash a revolution in your country.””? When he arrived in Berlin in April
1918, he showed his gift for the spectacular gesture when he refused to present
his letters of accreditation to the Kaiser, and sent out invitations to his first
reception to the principal leaders of the USPD and the revolutionaries, including
those who were in prison.” He was active in every field; he bought information
which he passed on to the German revolutionaries, and he provided them
with money and advice.*

By his side was another activist who had experience of underground work,
Mieczislaw Bronski,” a Pole, a former companion of Lenin in Switzerland,
and one of the pillars of the Zimmerwald Left.*

The Soviet embassy was an important means of communication. It had
strong financial resources and exceptional material means for the period, and
it could ensure rapid contact with Petrograd under the cover of diplomatic
immunity. All this facilitated conspiratorial work, and at the same time direct
political contact between the secret or semi-secret Germans and the victorious
Russian revolutionaries.”” The Soviet embassy employed German activists in

its various services, and especially in its telegraphic service, Rosta. In this

as ‘General Gomez’. On the 1918 episode, rarely referred to, see A. Marty, La Révolte
de la Mer Noire, Paris, 1939, p. 72.

21 In particular he was to be there at the end of October 1918 (Stern, op. cit., Volume
4, p. 1661).

2 Quoted by Carr, op. cit., p. 71.

# Ibid., p. 76.

# L. Fischer, Men and Politics, London, 1941, p. 31.

» Carr, op. cit., p. 135.

% Amongst other members of the active diplomatic staff in the German movement,
the German police reports mention Zagorsky, who was said to be in charge of contact
with the USPD leaders; Marcel Rosenberg, who dealt with all press questions (and
was in 1936 to be the ambassador of the USSR in Spain, until he disappeared in the
great purges); and Mme Markowski, who dealt with relations with the youth
organisations. The same sources report that Joffe tried in vain to get as his ‘economic
adviser” Karski-Marchlewski, and could only get him repatriated (Stern, op. cit.,
p- 1365).

7 Joffe states that he handed over to Barth several hundred thousand marks to
assist with the preparation of the insurrection (Izvestia, 6 December 1918).
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way, these activists had a legal cover and full freedom of action. In such a
position were Emil Eichhorn, a former director of the SPD’s press bureau and
a leader of the USPD, Ernst Meyer, formerly a journalist on Vorwirts and a
leading Spartacist,” as well as Eugen Leviné, another Spartacist activist. One
of the leading Independents, Oscar Cohn, was the embassy’s lawyer and its
agent in all its financial operations.”

Even though the embassy was not the channel for propaganda literature,
as the German government was to describe it some months later, it was a
place of refuge, a centre of influence and an information agency.*® The change
in the nature of the relations between Germany and Russia is expressed in
the fact that a report on conditions in Germany, much more complete than
that in the clandestine Spartacus Letters, could appear in Petrograd in Welt-
revolution, the organ of the German section of the Bolshevik Party.*!

The efforts of the Bolsheviks

The Bolsheviks were convinced that Germany was the decisive centre of the
European revolution. They saw the Russian Revolution as the first stage in
the world revolution, which would find a decisive and early field of battle
in Germany. During 1918, it was the ‘delay’ of the German Revolution which
would form the background for the discussion amongst the Bolsheviks around
the problem of the separate peace with Germany and the Treaty of Brest-
Litovsk. It was the perspective of the German Revolution which dictated the
outlines of the foreign policy of the Soviet government.

Right from the February Revolution, the Bolsheviks considered the building
of links with Germany and establishing a German organisation as a primary
question. In the course of his journey to Russia, Lenin entrusted to Vorovsky,
Hanecki and Radek, who remained in Stockholm, the duty of running the
foreign bureau of the Central Committee. One of its tasks was to circulate
in Germany Russische Korrespondenz-Prawda, which carried information
about Russia and the arguments of the Bolsheviks.* In his April Theses, which

% See biographies in the Appendix.

¥ Carr, op. cit., p. 77.

% For example, the very day after Liebknecht was released, it was known in Moscow
that he was in political agreement with the Bolsheviks.

31 I.M. Krivoguz, ‘Spartak’ i obrazovanie Kommunisticheskoi partii Germanii, Moscow,
1962, p. 136.

2 W. Imig, ‘Zur Hilfe Lenins fiir die deutschen Linken’, Beitrige zur Geschichte der
deutschen Arbeiterbewegung, no. 5/6, 1963, pp. 810ff.
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he submitted to the Party on his arrival, Lenin paid homage to Liebknecht
and the activity of the German revolutionaries, and described the left
internationalists Miinzenberg, Radek and Hartstein as ‘true internationalists’,
‘representatives of the revolutionary internationalist mass, and not their
corrupters’. Moreover: ‘It is we who must found, and right now, without
delay, a new, revolutionary, proletarian International, or rather, we must not
fear to acknowledge publicly that this new International is already established
and operating.”*

The Soviet historian Krivoguz states that over 60,000 leaflets were brought
secretly into Germany in the summer of 1917 alone.** The activists of the
Youth International grouped around Miinzenberg in Switzerland ensured
that Lenin’s article “The Military Policy of the Revolutionary Proletariat’,
which he had handed to them before he left for Russia, was circulated in
Germany. By way of both Stockholm and Switzerland, several thousands of
copies of The State and Revolution arrived in Germany.*

At the end of August 1917, Lenin urged the foreign bureau of the Central
Committee to do their utmost to organise an international conference of the
Left:

The Bolsheviks, the PSD, the Dutch, Arbeiterpolitik, Demain, there is already
a sufficient nucleus. . . . The resolutions of the conference of the Bolsheviks
(24-29 April 1917) and of their congress (July 1917) ... the draft new
programme of the same party — there is a sufficient ideological basis (adding
Vorbote, Tribune, Arbeiterpolitik and others) to be able to present the whole
world with clear answers to the questions raised by imperialism, and to

accuse the social-chauvinists and the Kautskyans.*

He believed that the principal political attack had to be directed against the
centrists and especially Kautsky, whom he judged to be his most dangerous
adversary, because, whilst formally he had broken from the social-chauvinists,
in reality he defended their policies, and all his efforts were directed to
preventing the bacillus of Bolshevism from infecting the German working
class. This was the perspective in which Lenin drafted in 1918 — essentially

3 VI Lenin, ‘“The Tasks of the Proletariat in Our Revolution’, Collected Works, Volume
24, Moscow, 1977, p. 82.

* Krivoguz, op. cit., p. 63.

% Imig, op. cit., pp. 809-10, 814-55.

% VI. Lenin, ‘“To the Bureau of the Central Committee Abroad’, Collected Works,
Volume 35, op. cit., pp. 321-2.
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to convince the German revolutionary activists — his pamphlet The Proletarian
Revolution and the Renegade Kautsky, in which he put forward the Bolshevik

Revolution as a model:

These [Bolshevik] tactics were the only internationalist tactics, because
they did the utmost possible in one country for the development, support
and awakening of the revolution in all countries. These tactics have been
justified by their enormous success, for Bolshevism . .. has become world
Bolshevism, has produced an idea, a theory, a programme and tactics which
differ concretely and in practice from those of social-chauvinism and social-
pacifism . . . the mass of workers in all countries are realising more and more
clearly every day that Bolshevism has indicated the right road of escape
from the horrors of the war and imperialism, that Bolshevism can serve as

a model of tactics for all. ¥’

Lenin realised at the beginning of October 1918 that the German situation
was maturing more quickly than his pamphlet was being printed, and
drafted a ten-page summary which he sent to Chicherin, asking him to get
it distributed in Germany as quickly as possible (which would best be done
through Switzerland).® This document, which bears the same title as the
pamphlet, closes with the following remark:

Europe’s greatest misfortune and danger is that it has 70 revolutionary party.
It has parties of traitors like the Scheidemanns . . ., and of servile souls like
Kautsky. But it has no revolutionary party. Of course, a mighty, popular
revolutionary movement might rectify this deficiency, but it is nevertheless
a serious misfortune and a grave danger. That is why we must do out utmost
to expose renegades like Kautsky, thereby supporting the revolutionary
groups of genuinely internationalist workers, who are to be found in all
countries. The proletariat will very soon turn away from the traitors and
renegades and follow these groups, drawing and training leaders from their

midst.¥

% V.I. Lenin, ‘The Proletarian Revolution and the Renegade Kautsky’, Collected
Works, Volume 28, Moscow, 1977, pp. 293-4.

% Imig, op. cit., p. 818.

% V.I. Lenin, ‘The Proletarian Revolution and the Renegade Kautsky’, Collected
Works, Volume 28, op. cit., p. 112. The article appeared in Pravda on 11 October 1918.
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The response of the German revolutionaries

The German revolutionaries enthusiastically hailed the revolution in Russia
from February 1917 onward. It greatly encouraged them, because it clearly
showed that the working masses could enter into struggle against the
bourgeoisie, and that victory was possible. In her message to the foundation
conference of the USPD, Zetkin spoke of this ‘greatly encouraging event’.*
Luxemburg wrote from her prison that ‘these magnificent events” acted upon
her ‘like an elixir of life’.*! In her manuscript on the Russian Revolution, she
wrote: ‘In this Lenin and Trotsky and their friends were the first, those who
went ahead as an example to the proletariat of the world; they are still the
only ones who can cry with [Ulrich] von Hutten: ‘I have dared!” This is the
essential and enduring in Bolshevik policy.”*?

On this ground, the Spartacists and the left radicals in Bremen were in full
agreement. On 17 November, the editors of Arbeiterpolitik enthusiastically
hailed the seizure of power by the workers’ and soldiers” councils.*® On 15
December, Johann Knief explained in the same publication why the Russian
Revolution had been able to advance so quickly and be victorious: ‘Uniquely
and exclusively because there existed in Russia an independent party of the
extreme Left which from the beginning unfurled the banner of socialism, and
fought under the sign of the social revolution.”* He added that the victory
of the Bolsheviks clearly showed why the Spartacists were wrong, and why
they should make a clear break from the centrists in the USPD, and start
constructing a revolutionary party.

The example of the Russian Revolution and Lenin’s arguments found an
echo amongst the Spartacists, and, on 3 June 1918, Mehring, as a veteran,
addressed an open letter to the Bolsheviks in which he declared that he fully
supported their policies. He strongly criticised the USPD’s perspective of
reconstructing the prewar SPD and of using ‘the old, well-tried tactics’. This
he called ‘reactionary utopianism’. He called for the construction of a new
International, and made a self-criticism: “We have been mistaken on just one

point: we joined the Independent Party when it was formed, in the hope of

0 Protokoll USP, 1917, op. cit., p. 50.

4 R. Luxemburg, Briefe an Freunde, Ziirich, 1950, p. 157.

4 Luxemburg, The Russian Revolution and Leninism or Marxism?, op. cit., p. 80.

3 Arbeiterpolitik, no. 46, 17 November 1917, Dokumente und Materielen, Volume 2/2,
op. cit., pp. 15-18.

# ‘Eine dringende Notwendigkeit’, Arbeiterpolitik, no. 50, 15 December 1917, Dokumente
und Materielen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., pp 43-7.
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pushing it forward. We had to give that up as hopeless.””® He developed the
same themes at greater length in a series of articles entitled ‘The Bolsheviks
and Us’, which were published in Leipziger Volkszeitung from 10 June 1918
onwards. He showed that the Bolsheviks were working within the perspectives
which Marx drew up from his analysis of the Paris Commune, and that the
dictatorship of the proletariat was being realised in Russia in the form
of soviets. He added that in Germany this perspective required that the
workers should take power through the workers” councils. He also said
that the perspective of world revolution required the construction of a new
International, with the Bolsheviks forming the core.* In the women’s
supplement of the same daily paper, Zetkin developed the idea of the exercising
of power by the workers’ councils, which would be the ‘soviet” form of the
proletarian revolution in Germany."

But this important evolution on the part of some of the most responsible
Spartacists did not lead to any major rethink in respect of the organisation
of their group. We would need a great deal of optimism to follow the Soviet
historian Krivoguz in concluding that ‘in fact the split between the Spartacist
League and the Independents was complete by the summer of 1918’8

The principal reason lies no doubt in Luxemburg’s reservations about the
policies of the Bolsheviks. She criticised the policy of terror and persecution
of the other tendencies which claimed to be socialist, and she also criticised
the agrarian policy of the Bolsheviks, which she claimed to be creating the
danger of a capitalist revival. But she especially criticised the foreign policy
of Soviet Russia and the acceptance of the peace of Brest-Litovsk, which risked
delaying the end of the war and the outbreak of the German Revolution.*’

% Open letter published in Mitteilungs-Blatt des Verbandes der sozialdemokratischen
Wahlvereine Berlins und Umgegend, no. 16, 21 July 1918, reproduced in Dokumente und
Materielen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., pp. 158-62.

4 Leipziger Volkszeitung, 31 May, 1 and 10 June 1918.

¥ Leipziger Volkszeitung, women'’s supplement, no. 30, 9 August 1918.

# Krivoguz, op. cit., p. 105.

¥ In August-September 1918, she drafted a violent attack on the policies of the
Bolsheviks in respect of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, and intended this to become a
‘Spartacus Letter’. By common agreement, Levi, Leviné and Ernst Meyer refused to
publish it (see Die Rote Fahne, 15 January 1922). According to what he wrote in 1922,
Levi visited her in prison at Breslau, and managed to convince her to withdraw it
from publication. As he was leaving, she handed him the manuscript of Die Russische
Revolution and said: ‘It was for you that I wrote this pamphlet, and if I manage to
convince you alone, my labor will not have been useless.” (Paul Levi, ‘Introduction’
to The Russian Revolution, pp. 1-2.)
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The penultimate ‘Spartacus Letter’ was entitled ‘The Russian Tragedy’. It
expressed a belief which apparently was widely held amongst German leftists
that the Russian Revolution was doomed to be crushed in the near future,
because it was isolated and, in a certain sense, premature. An editorial note
makes this clear:

These fears result from the objective situation of the Bolsheviks, and not
from their subjective behaviour. We reproduce this article only because of
its conclusion: without the German Revolution, the Russian Revolution
remains in danger, and the fight for socialism in this world-wide war is
futile. There is only one solution: the large-scale uprising of the German

working class.®

The revolution advances more quickly than the revolutionaries

The revolution was to arrive before the revolutionaries could break their
routine, get free from the vice of repression, and draw in practice the conclusions
which three years of struggle in Russia and elsewhere had imposed on them.
It was to come essentially from military defeat. By 18 July, the General Staff
knew that the German army, which had been forced onto the defensive by
Foch’s attack and the use of tanks on the Western front, no longer had any
reasonable chance of victory. Ludendorff himself accepted that the War had
to end.”

This awareness in leading circles went alongside a complementary decision,
that the apparatus of the régime must be democratised. ‘Parliamentarisation’
would ensure that the representatives of the political parties would be forced
to share the responsibility for decisions which the military defeat made
unavoidable.> Majority Social Democrats and Catholics of the Centre Party
opened the perspective of participating in a government of national union
which could negotiate with the Entente on the basis of President Wilson’s
‘Fourteen Points’. This became an accomplished fact on 4 October, with the
entry into the new government, just formed by Prince Max of Baden, the
new Chancellor, of the Catholic deputy Mathias Erzberger, and of Philip
Scheidemann as ministers without portfolio.”® The SPD relied on the promise by

50 Spartakusbriefe, op. cit., p. 453.
51 Badia, op. cit., p. 93.

2 Ibid., p. 95.

* Drabkin, op. cit., pp. 82-3.
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the Prince that they would proceed to ‘democratisation’, to “parliamentarisation’,
as the final defence against subversion.

The leading circles in Germany saw ‘subversion’ as the principal danger.
The army on the Eastern front had shown itself to be useless for carrying
on the War, corroded as it was by the virus of revolution. This evolution
confirmed the forecast which Liebknecht had made in jail at Luckau, just
after military law was introduced: ‘We shall see what harvest will ripen from
the seeds that those in power are sowing today.”*

The Kaiser was terrified by the reports which reached him about ‘the large
number of desertions, cases of insubordination and red flags appearing on
trains carrying soldiers on leave’.” These troops had to be isolated by a ‘cordon
sanitaire’, and the restoration of their reliability would take time.*® Police
reports described both the growing discontent amongst workers and wide
sections of the civil population, and the prestige enjoyed by the Russian
Revolution.

Yet the building of the revolutionary organisation lagged behind the
audacious political analyses and perspectives of the revolutionaries, and they
were unable to take advantage either of the revolutionary ferment that was
rising throughout 1918, or of the technical and financial help which the
Russians gave them from April onwards. The revolutionaries in Bremen no
longer had a single activist in the shipyards or the port industries where they
had once enjoyed a solid base.” In Berlin, the Spartacist group in Constituency
Six, which covered Charlottenburg and Berlin-Moabit and went as far as
Spandau, had only seven members.”® The Spartacist leadership had been
broken up by the arrests following the January strikes, with Jogiches, Heckert
and many others being apprehended.” Pieck, hunted by the police, had fled
to Holland. The central work of the group — the publication of the Letters and
leaflets — rested on a few individuals around Levi, who had returned from
Switzerland,* and Meyer.

% Die Aktion, no. 29, 19 July 1919.

% Kaiser Wilhelm II, Ereignisse und Gestalten aus den jahren 1917-1918, cited in Badia,
op. cit., p. 81.

% Badia, op. cit., p. 81.

7 E. Kolb, Die Arbeiterrite in der deutschen Innenpolitik, Diisseldorf, 1962, p. 79.

% Interview with the leader of the group, Karl Retzlaw, in H. Weber, op. cit., pp.
20-1, n. 41.

¥ Vorwiirts und nicht vergessen, op. cit., pp. 468-9.

0 Paul Frolich writes that Levi ‘had taken over the running of Spartakus after Leo
Jogiches” arrest in March 1918” (Frolich, Rosa Luxemburg, op. cit., p. 241). We can rely
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Zetkin and Mehring, though still standard-bearers, were no longer physically
able to lead the hard life of the underground. This situation weighed heavily
on the morale of the leaders, who failed to appreciate how quickly the situation
was developing and did not foresee important events in 1918. This is clear
from the letter which Meyer addressed to Lenin on 7 September 1918:

We have had to await the signs of revolutionary movements in Germany,
and we await them as impatiently as you. Fortunately, all my friends have
become much more optimistic. In any case, we cannot look forward to more
important activities, neither immediately nor in the near future. But for the
winter we have bigger plans, and the situation here is going to support our

activity.®!

The truth is that the revolutionaries did not feel that they had a grip on events.

However, the organisation of the revolutionary youth gave them grounds
for hope. During the spring of 1918, the League of Free Youth emerged
from the fusion of two organisations in Berlin which had arisen from the
reaction against the SPD’s chauvinist policies. These were the Berliner
Jugendbildungverein, at the head of which Max Koéhler replaced Fritz Globig,
both Spartacists, and the Vereinigung Arbeiterjugend, organised by the USPD,
but led by Walter Stoecker in close association with Willi Miinzenberg.®? On
5 May 1918, the League of Free Youth assembled over 2,000 people to an
illegal meeting near Stolpe to commemorate the centenary of the birth of Karl
Marx.® The fusion in Berlin encouraged unification on a national scale. During
the summer, there were secret conferences in many parts of the country to
prepare the unification of the youth organisations of different radical groups,
all affiliated to the Youth International which Miinzenberg was leading from
Switzerland. The USPD youth, in whose ranks the influence of Ernst Daumig
prevailed, took a pro-Bolshevik position: they too popularised the slogan of

the seizure of power through revolutionary councils.®

on this evidence, which comes from one who was deeply opposed to Levi, but who
was concerned for objectivity in his historical work.

61 IML, Moscow, Collection 19; Dokumente und Materielen, Volume 2/2, op. cit.,
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62 Globig, op. cit., pp. 232-3.

6 Ibid.; Unter der roten Fahne, op. cit., p. 106.

¢ Unter der roten Fahne, op. cit., p. 107.
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The revolutionary delegates in Berlin had suffered heavily from the repression
which followed the January strikes. To prepare for any eventuality, every
leader selected a replacement, but Miiller was not lucky when he chose Emil
Barth. Barth was a metalworker who had been discharged from the army; a
capable speaker, but soon revealed as a conceited braggart. The political
leadership of their group was thereafter formed by two of the principal USPD
leaders in Berlin, neither of whom was a factory worker. One was Georg
Ledebour, the great opponent of the Spartacists, and the other was the journalist
Ernst Daumig, formerly a non-commissioned officer in the French Foreign
Legion. He found himself entrusted with the tasks of organising revolutionary
propaganda in the garrison, and forming armed detachments with a view to
insurrection.®

This work had hardly begun by September 1918. Daumig’s contacts were
no more than some individuals in the barracks, and arms amounted to a few
dozen revolvers.®® It was only at the last moment that, thanks to the efforts
of two activists in the group of revolutionary delegates in Berlin, Cldre Derfert-
Casper and Arthur Schéttler, the Berlin revolutionaries provided themselves
with weapons through workers in the arsenals around Suhl.”

So, irrespective of whether they had fought during the War for peace
through a revolution, or for a revolution through a struggle for peace, the
German revolutionaries had not succeeded — and in the majority had not
even tried — to build what was needed as early as 1914, an organisation of
their own which could meet the needs and the aspirations of the masses, find
agreement on slogans, and centralise their activity. Peace and revolution
overtook them.

% Miiller, op. cit., pp. 126-7.

% Tbid.

7 Vorwiirts und nicht vergessen, op. cit., pp. 296ff.; recollections of Hermann Grothe,
1918. Erinnerungen von Veteranen, Berlin, 1949, pp. 333, 409-10.
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Chapter Eight

The November Revolution

The revolution which exploded in Germany during
the first days of November 1918 seems at first sight
to confirm the expectations and the opinions of
Rosa Luxemburg. The working masses were finding
their way to revolutionary action despite their
leaders, and often against them, almost completely
independently of the revolutionary organisations,
which were overtaken by the event, in the absence
of any unifying slogan and, finally, of any leadership.
At the same time, as if in accordance with the
Spartacists’ clandestine appeals, the revolution
appeared to be moving towards a new form of state
power based upon workers” and soldiers” councils,
on the model of the Russian soviets. Taken up by
millions of people, the slogan of the councils became

a potent material force.

The leaders and the military defeat

The political and military leaders in Germany felt
the approaching storm. The defeat at Montdidier
on the Western front on 8 August showed that any
hope of military victory was in vain, and that the
leaders no longer had any grip on the conduct of
the War, which had become a ‘game of chance’. In
mid-August, the Kaiser held a conference with his
Chancellor, Hertling, the army chiefs Hindenburg
and Ludendorff, and the Emperor of Austria: they
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all agreed to seek the most favourable moment to sue for peace. The Secretary
of State, Hintze, informed President Wilson that the German government
wished to negotiate on the basis of a return to the status quo ante.!

In September, the situation worsened on the fronts held by Germany’s
Austro-Hungarian and Bulgarian allies. The military chiefs became more
insistent. On 29 September, Hindenburg and Ludendorff informed the
Chancellor that the situation on the Eastern front had become desperate, and
expressed the wish that the government be broadened to provide the most
solid base for negotiations.? They in fact shared with Hintze the idea that ‘we
must forestall an upheaval from below by a revolution from above’.? Their
aim was to form a government representative of the existing majority in the
Reichstag with, in particular, the inclusion of Social-Democratic ministers.

Chancellor Hertling resigned, and Wilhelm II summoned to take his place
Prince Max of Baden, a progressive grandee tinged with the reputation of
being a liberal. The Prince chose his ministers from amongst the deputies of
the parties which supported a policy of immediate negotiations. The SPD
nominated Bauer and Scheidemann.* On 4 October, the government of Max
of Baden proposed to President Wilson that an armistice be concluded
on the basis of the ‘Fourteen Points’. On 8 November, he sent to the Allies
the delegation charged with concluding the armistice. Already the military
chiefs — especially Ludendorff — were talking about ‘unacceptable’ conditions,
and were trying to throw the responsibility for the peace onto the shoulders
of ‘the politicians’. Nonetheless, they made no effort to obstruct it. In their
eyes, the revolutionary threat was very real. Everything depended to a large
extent on the SPD, which for the time being was working all out in favour
of a peaceful domestic solution. Vorwirts even campaigned to show that
‘Russian solutions” were not practicable in Germany: “The Russian Revolution
swept away democracy and replaced it with the dictatorship of the workers’
and soldiers” councils. The Social-Democratic Party unequivocally rejects
Bolshevik theory and methods for Germany, and declares its commitment
to democracy.”” On 4 November, Ebert telephoned the Secretary of State

! Badia, op. cit., Volume 1, pp. 93-4.

2 Ibid., pp. 94-5.

* Quoted in F. Payer, Von Bethmann-Hollweg bis Ebert. Erinnerungen und Bilder,
Frankfurt-am-Main, 1923, p. 82.

* See the internal discussions of the SPD leadership in H. Miiller, Die November-
revolution, Berlin, 1931, pp. 10-11.

5 ‘Dictatorship or Democracy’, Vorwirts, 21 October 1918.
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Wahnschaffe, assuring him that the trade unions would use all their power
to calm the workers.®

The first cracks

Already in September, there was increasing evidence of growing radicalisation.
At the conference of the USPD, Haase, Dittmann and Hilferding had some
difficulty getting the slogan of the dictatorship of the proletariat rejected, and
spent much effort denouncing the ‘romantic taste for the Bolshevik Revolution’.
Kautsky expounded the same themes as Vorwiirts.® Haase confessed to Daumig
that he had no idea of what was going to happen.” An enthusiastic Lenin
wrote to the Spartacists on 18 October: ‘Now the decisive hour is at hand .. ."."°

On 7 October, the Spartacists held a conference in Berlin, and delegates
from the Bremen communists took part. The conference analysed the situation
in Germany as ‘a revolutionary situation in which the problems which the
German bourgeoisie could not solve in the revolution of 1848 are being posed
in a new way’. It declared the solidarity of the coming revolution with the
Russian Revolution, and drew up an immediate programme which included
an amnesty for all, civilians and members of the armed forces, who had
opposed the War, the abolition of conscription of labour, and the lifting of
the state of siege. Its programme of action included the cancellation of all
war loans, expropriation of the banks, mines and factories, shorter working
hours, increased wages for the low-paid, the seizure of large and medium
rural estates, the abolition of military law, the transfer of enforcement of
discipline to delegates elected by soldiers, the right of soldiers to organise
and hold meetings, the abolition of courts martial, the immediate release of
those sentenced, the abolition of the death penalty or forced labour for political
or military offences, the allocation of food to be administered by workers’
delegates, the abolition of the Linder, and the abolition of the royal and
princely dynasties. To realise this programme, the conference called for ‘the
formation of councils of workers and soldiers where they do not already

¢ Prinz Max von Baden, Erinnerungen und Dokumente, Stuttgart-Berlin, 1928, p. 571.

7 Tormin, op. cit., p. 32.

8 K. Kautsky, The Dictatorship of the Proletariat, Ann Arbor, 1964.

° E. Barth, Aus der Werkstatt der deutschen Revolution, Berlin, 1919, p. 35.

10 VI. Lenin, “To the Members of the Spartacus Group’, Collected Works, Volume 35,
op. cit., p. 369.
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exist’."! The revolutionaries were announcing their candidature for the
leadership of the forthcoming revolution.

The Social-Democratic ministers were aware of the danger, and their
contributions to the discussions in the Cabinet took up this theme.> They
insisted that the amnesty for political prisoners be decreed quickly.” They
believed that Liebknecht in particular must be released, because imprisonment
was winning him the halo of a martyr. To be sure, this course would be risky,
but it was necessary if they were to convince the working class of the
commitment of the new government to ‘democratisation’. Scheidemann
convinced his colleagues, despite the opposition of the army chiefs. They
decided to free the Spartacist leader on 21 October." In the days which
followed, some hundreds of activists were freed, including those who had
been in prison for years.

At a meeting of trade-union leaders in Berlin on the evening of 22 October,
with Alwin Korsten in the chair, the metalworker Paul Eckert was allowed
to speak, and announced the astounding news: ‘Karl Liebknecht has been
freed, he will arrive in Berlin tomorrow at five o’clock in the afternoon.””® The
majority of the delegates showed their satisfaction by singing the Internationale,
and the police intervened.'

The next day, several thousand people, closely shepherded by a large force
of police, waited for the freed prisoner, and gave him a triumphal welcome.
Like an activist hungry for action, he plunged into the battle as soon as he
left the Potsdam station. In the same square where he had been arrested two
years before, he harangued the crowd, hailed the example of the Russian
Revolution, and called for proletarian revolution in Germany.”” That same
evening, the Soviet ambassador Joffe put on a spectacular reception for
him, and read a congratulatory telegram from Lenin, to which Liebknecht
replied. Other German activists, Walcher, Haase, Barth, Globig and Riihle,
spoke.’* Many of those present, representatives of the various revolutionary

" Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., pp. 228-43.
12 See the discussions in K. Westarp, Die Regierung des Prinzen Max von Baden, Berlin,
1923, passim.
3 Ibid., sessions of 6 October, p. 88, 10 October, p. 129, 12 October, pp. 129, 167.
1 Ibid., p. 305; Max von Baden, op. cit., p. 476.
15 According to O Franke, Vorwirts und nicht vergessen, op. cit., pp. 273—-4.
16 Tbid.
Arendsee, op. cit., p. 108.
18 Tbid., p. 110.
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organisations, believed that Liebknecht, the heroic symbol of the revolutionary
movement, would be able to unify the diverse groups.

Yet, paradoxically, Liebknecht stood alone. He believed that there was no
more time to be lost and that the Revolution had been delayed too long, but
he also knew that he could provide it only with a banner, not a general staff.
His Spartacist comrades could not play that role. To be sure, Otto Franke was
well-rooted in the nucleus of revolutionary delegates.” Levi had been at work
for several months, and served as a link with the radicals in Bremen.?® Pieck
had returned from Holland on 26 October to resume his activities.” But these
still were leaders without troops, at least in the key city of Berlin, where there
were no more than fifty of them.?

The real vanguard of the forces in the factories was organised in the ranks
of the USPD under the leadership of the centrists with whom Liebknecht had
crossed swords so often, and particularly in the nucleus of the revolutionary
delegates from the factories. The problem arose of establishing a direct link
with them.

The USPD leaders took the initiative. They knew that they risked being
overwhelmed by the activists, and they wanted simultaneously to control
Liebknecht and to exploit his prestige. So they offered to coopt him onto the
leadership of their party.” The proposal was tempting from several points of
view. The USPD had numerous activists in its ranks, and had major publishing
outlets. But Liebknecht was not prepared to make an unprincipled compromise.
He asked for guarantees, for a congress to be called which he believed would
denounce the past procrastination of the centrist leadership, and that the
USPD recognise that the Spartacists had been correct during the preceding
years. He had no wish to run the risk of being a hostage in the leadership.
But the USPD leaders were not ready to make such a concession, which

amounted to political suicide. They agreed only to draft a declaration of

¥ Ibid., pp. 270-73.

2 Beradt, op. cit., p. 18.
Arendsee, op. cit., p. 30.
K. Radek, ‘November, Eine kleine Seite aus meinen Erinnerungen’, Archiv fiir
Sozialgeschichte, no. 2, 1962, p. 132 (originally in Krasnaia Nov, no. 10, 1926).

2 Liebknecht’s notebook: extracts in Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution,
op. cit.,, p. 203; and Pieck, Correspondance Internationale, no. 136, 14 November 1928,
p- 1507. According to Drabkin (op. cit., pp. 102-3), the Karl Liebknecht Collection at
the IML in Moscow contains a typed copy with the manuscript note ‘Tagebuch von
Karl Liebknecht?” at the end. He specifies that it was extracts from this text that
appeared in the Illustrierte Geschichte.
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intent, recognising that their point of view had come close to that of the
Spartacists. Liebknecht did not think that this was enough, and declined the
cooptation, but he agreed to be invited to attend the meetings of the USPD’s
Executive whenever an important decision had to be taken.**

Nothing remained for him but to turn towards the revolutionary delegates,
who could supply him with a cadre and a wide network across all the factories
in the capital, in short, an instrument for revolutionary action. He encountered
no difficulty from this side. On 26 October the nucleus decided to transform
itself into a provisional workers” council, and coopted three Spartacists,
Liebknecht, Pieck and Meyer.* This improvised revolutionary leadership
proceeded at once to discuss the situation and to consider perspectives,
drawing the conclusion that they must be prepared for immediate action in
the case that Max of Baden’s government rejected peace discussions and
issued a call for national defence.?

But Liebknecht was not satisfied with this analysis. He regarded it as purely
passive, and even dependent upon the enemy’s initiative. He refused to go
along with the delegates, who declared that the masses were not ready to
fight, at least unless the government provoked them. He saw proof of the
opposite in the initiatives which were occurring across the country, and in
the combativity of the youth, who had just held their congress in Berlin on
26-7 October. On the evening of the 26th, 2,000 people demonstrated in
Hamburg, and twice that number in Friedrichshafen on the 27th. On the
evening of the 27th, after speaking at a USPD meeting at the Andreas Festsiile,
he led several hundred workers and youth towards the city centre, where
they clashed with the police.” He believed that it was by activities of this
kind, relying on the most combative elements, that the mobilisation of the
masses would be achieved.

Liebknecht tried hard to convince the revolutionary delegates of this. During
the day on 28 October, he had a long discussion with Daumig and Barth. He
said that whatever happened, even if the government did not try to prolong

the war in the name of ‘national defence’, the revolutionaries were obliged

2 Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 203. Vorwirts of 29
November devotes an article to the relations between Liebknecht and the USPD,
which, it argues, could only be established on a confused basis.

» Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 203; Pieck, op. cit.,
p- 1507.

% [llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 203.

7 Ibid., p. 87.
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to mobilise the masses by means of meetings and demonstrations which
would make them become aware of their strength, and would raise the level
of their consciousness and their will to victory. Ddumig and Barth hesitated,
and came near to accusing Liebknecht of wishful thinking. In the end, they
agreed only to hold meetings, and categorically rejected the suggestion of
street demonstrations.?

At the full session that evening, the delegates accepted Pieck’s proposal to
distribute a leaflet calling on workers to ignore the notices being circulated
calling on them to join the colours.”” Liebknecht repeated his proposal
systematically to organise meetings and street demonstrations, and proposed
to concentrate them, as a start, on 3 November. Daumig, Barth and Miiller
opposed the proposal. In their opinion, it ran the risk of engaging prematurely
in the decisive battle. They declared that the revolutionaries must strike only
when they could be sure of success, and one of them referred ironically to
Liebknecht’s plan as ‘revolutionary gymnastics’.*

In reality, Liebknecht’s opponents in the provisional council were only
repeating the arguments which the leaders of the USPD, who were no less
opposed to open activity, were developing at the same time. Liebknecht tried
in vain to convince them. He said that the mass movement could only develop
in the streets, and that the leaders’” duty was to lead them there as soon
as possible. He added that those who retreated behind the argument that
the relation of forces was still unfavourable were actually shrinking from a
necessary confrontation because the situation would only become favourable
to the revolutionaries from the moment when they joined battle. In particular,
the soldiers would respect discipline and would carry out the orders of the
officers as long as they did not have a serious prospect of revolution before
them. It was only in the streets, by fraternising with the workers in uniform,
that the workers could overcome the armed forces, materially superior but
politically inferior when facing the united action of the working class.”

On 2 November, a joint meeting was held of the leaders of the USPD and
the revolutionary delegates. Ledebour introduced an officer of the Second
Guards’ battalion, Lieutenant Waltz, who had come to him to say that he

% Tbid., p. 203.

» Ibid.

¥ Ibid. Drabkin (op. cit., p. 104), following the original version of Liebknecht’s
notebook, specifies that it was Barth.

3 llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 203.
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would place himself and his unit at the disposal of the revolutionary general
staff for an insurrection.’ Those present enthusiastically welcomed this
newcomer who brought them armed forces and weapons, and at last made
a successful insurrection conceivable. Waltz, under the alias of Lindner, was
attached to Daumig in the technical preparations — military and strategic —
for the coming insurrection.” However, the reports of the factory delegates
remained pessimistic. Of the 120,000 workers which the network controlled,
only 75,000 at the most were ready to respond by strikes and demonstrations
at the first call of the leaders.* Could anyone imagine an insurrection occurring
without a general strike taking place first? The leaders were also divided on
this question.

Haase was enthusiastically backed by Miiller in proposing to fix the date
of the armed insurrection for 11 November, and to prepare for it immediately.
Ledebour retorted that this proposal was no more than a cover for evasion
and a refusal to act. In his opinion, the insurrection should be fixed for the
next day but one, 4 November. Liebknecht, who, according to Pieck’s testimony,
had discussed the problem with the Russians in the embassy, opposed both
proposals. In effect, he categorically rejected any suggestion which could lead
to unleashing the armed insurrection without the necessary preparation and
mobilisation of the masses.

In his view, they should issue the slogan of a general strike, and let the
strikers themselves decide on organising armed demonstrations for an
immediate peace, lifting of the state of siege, proclamation of the socialist
republic, and a government of workers” and soldiers” councils. He declared
that it was only in the course of the general strike that ‘the level of activity
would have to be raised by increasingly daring measures up to insurrection’.®
In the vote, Ledebour’s motion was rejected by 22 votes to 19, and Liebknecht’s
motion by 46 to 5. Nothing remained but Haase’s motion, which amounted
to a decision to wait.*

The outcome of this last discussion was a serious defeat for Liebknecht.
The intervention of the Spartacist leader in the general staff of the revolutionary

delegates could not overcome the hesitations of the majority of the factory

32 Ibid.
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delegates, nor, above all, the reservations or hostility of the USPD leaders.
Not only was no progress made in respect of organisation and activities, but
Liebknecht himself seemed to be morally a prisoner of the contradictions
which, through the delegates, were gripping the USPD.

However, the situation differed elsewhere. The Spartacists occupied strong
positions in the USPD in Stuttgart. One of their members, Fritz Riick, held
the chair of the party executive in Wiirttemberg, and they controlled the
regional newspaper, Der Sozialdemokrat. Already in September, they were in
a position to control a network of factory delegates, through a secret action
committee of five members, which included Thalheimer and Riick himself.>”

Riick wrote:

The problem is to set the masses into motion. This can only be done by
starting in the factories. Our officially having joined the Independent Party,
however politically distasteful it may be to us, leaves our hands free, and
enables us to construct in the factories a well-knit system of people whom

we can trust, under the cover of organising the legal party.?

Riick took part in the Spartacist conference on 7 October. After his return, on
the 16th, he secretly brought together forty factory delegates to help organise
an insurrection.” On the following day, the censors suspended Sozialdemokrat
for a fortnight after Riick had taken the responsibility of ignoring their
instructions. But the group had an underground press, and on 30 October,
the local USPD voted to issue a manifesto in favour of calling a central meeting
of a pre-parliament of workers” and soldiers” councils, and of organising a
street demonstration.

During the night of 30-1 October, the workers on the night shift in the
Daimler plant held a meeting to hear Riick, who appealed to them secretly
to elect a workers” council. On 2 November, two delegates from the Stuttgart
action committee who had taken part in the debates of the revolutionary
delegates in Berlin, returned with the information that the insurrection would
be fixed for 4 November.*® The leaflets were printed on the night of 2-3
November. The council elected at Daimler was opened to delegates from

7 Kolb, op. cit., p. 63.

% ‘Journal of a Spartacist’, Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit.,
p- 182.

¥ Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 82.

% Kolb, op. cit., p. 63; llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 182.
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other plants, and decided on a general strike on the 4th, which was a success.
The city-wide workers” council, formed from the enlarged Daimler council,
elected a committee, chose Riick as its chairman, and decided on the election
of workers’ councils in all the factories. The committee decided to publish a
journal, Die Rote Fahne [The Red Flag], which immediately called for a council
republic to be established in Germany.*

But the movement that was born in Stuttgart remained isolated. The Berlin
revolutionaries had decided to wait. The workers” council in Stuttgart controlled
the city, where there were gigantic demonstrations, but was dangerously
exposed, because the governmental and legal authorities in the Land remained
in place. The workers in the Zeppelin plant in Friedrichshafen were influenced
by the propaganda coming from Daimler, and had just formed their workers’
council. Thalheimer and Riick went there to coordinate the activity, but were
arrested en route.*> The members of the Stuttgart council, deprived of their
leaders and momentarily disoriented, were arrested in turn. The first battle
of the vanguard was short, and the police everywhere were ready to respond.

In every large city they arrested activists, charging them with — of all
things — offences committed during the January strikes. On 5 November, the
Prussian police arranged a discovery of considerable amounts of propaganda
material in the Soviet diplomatic bag, and the Reich government gave Joffe
and the Soviet representatives in the embassy in Berlin six hours to leave
German territory.* Was this a symbolic measure, to sever the links between
the Russian Revolution of yesterday and the German Revolution of tomorrow?
In any case, it was too late, because already the calendar of the revolution
had been determined by the actions of the sailors in Kiel.

4 Kolb, op. cit., p. 64. The report of the decisions of the Stuttgart workers’ council
on 4 November is in Die Rote Fahne of 5 November 1918, Dokumente und Materialen,
Volume 2/2, op. cit., pp. 285-6.

# Kolb, op. cit., p. 65.

# Die Regierung des Prinzen Max von Baden, op. cit., pp. 541-5. According to Berliner
Tageblatt of 7 November, the seized propaganda material included a pamphlet by
Radek entitled The Collapse of Imperialism and the Task of the International Working Class,
based on a speech in Moscow on 7 October, as well as the text of a leaflet distributed
in the Daimler plant at Stuttgart a few days earlier.
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The wave from Kiel

On 28 October, the crews of the naval vessels anchored at Wilhelmshaven
moved into action. An order to prepare to go to sea gave rise to disturbing
rumours that the General Staff was preparing to make a last stand to defend
its honour in the North Sea. There were several demonstrations on board,
with about a thousand men arrested and disembarked, and five warships
were sent to Kiel.*

The movement was triggered by anxiety about the fate of the arrested
men. The sailors remembered the fate of the mutineers in 1917, and sought
support from the workers. On 1 November, they met in the trade-union centre
in Kiel, and decided to hold a public meeting the next day.*> On 2 November,
police occupied the trade-union centre, and the sailors gathered on the
parade ground. One of them, Karl Artelt, a USPD member who had been
sentenced to five months imprisonment in 1917, proposed organising a street
demonstration on the next day, and the sailors called for support in hand-
written leaflets.*

On 3 November, there were several thousand sailors and soldiers intending
to demonstrate, though their numbers were small compared with the size of
the garrison. The demonstration was forbidden, and military units patrolled
the town. Despite an appeal for calm from a trade-union official, the sailors
decided to demonstrate in the streets. They ran into a patrol which opened
fire; there were nine killed and twenty-nine wounded. The resulting shock
set the men of the garrison in Kiel into motion, since now the sailors could
not turn back.”

Meetings aboard ships took place that night. Artelt took the initiative of
getting the first sailors” council of the German Revolution elected on board
a torpedo-boat. In the early morning, he found himself at the head of a
committee appointed by 20,000 men. The officers were overwhelmed. Admiral
Souchon, the commander of the base, agreed to all the demands which Artelt
presented to him in the name of his comrades: the abolition of saluting, shorter
periods of service, more leave, the release of those arrested. That night the
whole of the garrison was organised in a network of soldiers” councils. The

red flag floated over the naval vessels, and many officers had been arrested

# Kolb, op. cit., p. 71.
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by their men. On shore, the USPD and the SPD jointly called for a general
strike and then for a workers’ council to be formed which would fuse with
the sailors” council.

The SPD leader Gustav Noske, whom the government appointed Governor
of Kiel, hastened to recognise the authority of the new workers” and soldiers’
council in order to calm the sailors, and to restrict the spread of the militancy.*
By 6 November, calm seemed to have returned.

However, the Kiel mutiny set off a major blaze. The widespread fear of
reprisals forced the sailors to widen the movement. In Cuxhaven, a USPD
activist, Karl Baier, a worker conscripted into the navy, alerted the small
network of trusted comrades which he had formed when he learned what
was happening in Kiel. The sailors met in the trade-union centre on the
night of 6 November. They elected a soldiers” council at the same time as the
workers in the factories were preparing to establish a workers’ council, of
which Kraatz, who had been one of the organisers of the January strike in
Berlin, was the chairman. The new council of workers and soldiers called
for help from Hamburg, and Wilhelm Diiwell was sent to assist them.* In
Wilhelmshaven on the next day, 7 November, a demonstration of sailors
led by a stoker, Bernhard Kuhnt, before the War a full-time Party worker in
Chemnitz, set off a general strike. The same evening, workers and soldiers
elected a council in which the SPD had a majority, with Kuhnt in the chair.®

In Bremen, nearly all of the revolutionary activists were either in prison or
in the army, and the impulse had to come from outside. On 4 November, a
mass meeting addressed by the USPD deputy Henke took place, which
demanded an armistice, the abdication of the Kaiser, and lifting of the state
of siege.”! But the following days were calm. However, on 6 November, a
train carrying arrested sailors broke down in the station. They escaped into
the city and the shipyards, and appealed to the working people for help.*
There was a spontaneous demonstration, and leading Independents placed
themselves at its head. The prison doors were opened, and an Independent,
Frasunkiewicz, called for workers” and soldiers’ councils to be elected. The
slogan of a socialist republic was well-received, but the meeting broke up

4 H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 26; Gustav Noske, Von Kiel bis Kapp, Berlin, 1920, pp. 8-24.
# Arendsee, op. cit., pp. 108-22.
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without having decided anything.® Only on 7 November did the strike, which
began in the shipyards on the Weser, become general, and workers’ councils
were elected in all the factories. The central workers” and soldiers” council
for the city was set up on 9 November.**

In Hamburg, on the evening of 5 November, the USPD held a meeting
which had been arranged well in advance. Dittmann resisted the sailors who
called for a demonstration to be organised for the release of those arrested,
and secured the defeat of a motion by Wilhelm Diiwell in favour of the election
of workers’ councils.”® During the night, a leading seaman named Friedrich
Zeller refused to accept defeat, and organised a group of sailors to seek
support on the quayside. During the night, about a hundred people installed
themselves in the trade-union centre, and issued an appeal for a central
demonstration at midday.” During the morning, in response to the initiative
of some activists — in particular the youth leader, Friedrich Peter, a deserter
who had returned secretly to Hamburg — this was organised, and a provisional
workers’ council was formed at the trade-union centre, with two presidents
at its head, Zeller and the local USPD leader, Kallweit.”

The improvised general staff of the Revolution sent detachments to occupy
all the barracks. Peter met his death in an exchange of shots in front of one
of them.”® Forty thousand demonstrators gathered at the appointed hour. A
USPD leader won applause when he called for the seizure of political power
by the council of workers and soldiers. The left radical Fritz Wolffheim won
approval for the slogan of a republic of councils, and Wilhelm Diiwell for
that of the dismissal of the local commanding general and the conversion of
industry from wartime to peacetime production.” In the evening, the council
of workers and soldiers was formed under the chairmanship of Heinrich
Laufenberg, the left radical.®® Meanwhile, Frolich, at the head of a group of
armed sailors, occupied the offices and the printworks of the daily Hamburger
Echo, and published there the first number of the newspaper of the workers’
and soldiers’ council of Hamburg, also entitled Die Rote Fahne.®' He wrote:
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‘This is the beginning of the German Revolution, of the world revolution.
Hail the most powerful action of the world revolution! Long live socialism!

Long live the German workers’ republic! Long live world Bolshevism!"

The Revolution spreads like wildfire

The movement which began in the coastal cities spread irresistibly. On
6 November in Diisseldorf, there was fighting around a trainload of prisoners
that stopped in the station, and the council of workers and soldiers was
formed on the spot.®

In Bavaria, the movement was not initiated by the sailors, but by a
revolutionary group working in the ranks of the USPD. Eisner, a former
revisionist who had become a radical by way of pacifism, organised in Munich
a discussion circle in which about a hundred workers and intellectuals took
part. From amongst them were recruited the first members of the USPD
in Bavaria. By the summer of 1918, there were barely 400 of them, but they
were the educated cadres who exerted a decisive influence on the workers
in the Krupp plant, and who could assemble a solid network of reliable
supporters in the other enterprises. Moreover, they had close links with
the wing of the Peasant League which was led by the blind man Gandorfer
and sympathised with socialism. Eisner prepared for the Revolution by
systematically using the desire of the masses for peace. On 7 November, he
led a peace demonstration in the streets of Munich, in the course of which a
decision was taken for a general strike and an attack on the barracks. The
King of Bavaria fled, and Eisner became the President of the workers’ and
soldiers” council of the Bavarian Republic.*

In Halle, worker activists of the city marched off the train at the head of
mutinous sailors on 6 November.®” They won over the soldiers of the 14th
Regiment of light infantry, and mounted attacks on the other barracks. A
sailor, Karl Meseberg, a former local activist and member of the USPD, took
the chair of the soldiers’ council; it soon fused with the workers’ council
which had arisen from the activity of a network of delegates led by the

o

2 Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 192.
% Arendsee, op. cit., pp. 472-7.

* Kolb, pp. 67-70.

Arendsee, op. cit., p. 367.
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Independents: the Independent Otto Kilian was chairman of the workers’
and soldiers’ council.®

In Erfurt, a strike on 7 November in solidarity with the Kiel mutineers
made factory meetings possible, and a central council for the city was elected
after a mass meeting on the same day.®” In Hanau that same day, a
demonstration of workers clashed with the police when a workers” and
soldiers” council was formed with Schnellbacher, a Spartacist, in the chair.®®
Again, on 7 November, in Brunswick, sailors from outside the city organised
a demonstration and forced the opening of the prison gates, whilst the striking
workers appointed a workers” council. On 8 November, the ruling prince
abdicated and the Spartacist August Merges, chairman of the workers” and
soldiers” council, assumed the title of President of the Socialist Republic of
Brunswick.®

In Leipzig, there was a small Spartacist group with about twenty-five
members. They tried in vain to persuade a USPD meeting on 7 November
to call a general strike. But, on the same day, some sailors from the ports
organised the first street demonstrations, and appealed to the soldiers to act.
The barracks were taken on 8 November, and a workers” and soldiers’ council
was proclaimed. In Chemnitz the day passed almost peacefully. Fritz Heckert
returned on 8 November, and, through his leading positions in the building
trade union and the USPD, he succeeded in organising simultaneously the
strike and the election of a workers” and soldiers’ council, which included
Majority Social Democrats. He was elected its chairman on 9 November.”

The revolutionaries in Berlin continued to hesitate throughout these decisive
days. The nucleus of the delegates met on 4 November, when the news from
Kiel was announced. Liebknecht and Pieck proposed to begin the action on
8 or 9 November. But the majority of the delegates refused to call for a strike
because these were workers” pay-days. They confined themselves to sending
emissaries to the provinces, and to entrusting Pieck to draft a leaflet on the
events in Kiel. There was another meeting on 6 November, when Liebknecht,

who in the interval had been busy with unavailing attempts in private to

8 Jllustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 135.

7 Arendsee, op. cit., pp. 426-7.

8 F. Schnellbacher, Hanau in der Revolution, p. 13, cited in Illustrierte Geschichte der
Novemberrevolution in Deutschland, op. cit., pp. 128-9.

 Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 130.

0 Arendsee, op. cit., pp. 406-8, 469-70.
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convince Ddumig, repeated his insistence that the insurrection had to be
preceded and prepared for by street demonstrations. He was again outvoted.
The insurrection was called for 11 November at the earliest.

On 7 November, the Executive of the USPD met at the Party headquarters
with the leaders of the revolutionary delegates and several representatives
from provincial cities. Otto Brass, from Remscheid, and Dittmann sharply
criticised the decisions which had been reached on the preceding day, for
they did not think that the situation was ripe. Haase was still more reserved;
he did not believe in the Revolution, and said that the Kiel revolt was an
‘impulsive explosion’, and that he had promised Noske not to do anything
which could compromise the ‘unity” between the two Social-Democratic
Parties. Liebknecht once more repeated his proposal, and this time he had
the support of the delegate from Diisseldorf. But the feelings in the meeting
were rising high, and he vehemently denounced what he called ‘the crude
mechanical method of people who want to manufacture a revolution’. Once
again, Ddumig, Barth and Miiller opposed him, and the decision for an
insurrection on 11 November was confirmed. It was decided that the USPD
Executive would take responsibility for it is a public appeal, but there was
to be no action before ‘the day’.”

The Majority Social Democrats felt the approach of the storm more acutely
than anyone else. Since 23 October, their ministers in the government had
been calling for Wilhelm II to abdicate.”” On 31 October, Scheidemann and
Ebert, and on 3 November a joint delegation from the Party and the trade
unions,” told the Chancellor that the Kaiser had to go. Konrad Haenisch
explained this attitude in a private letter:

The problem is to resist the Bolshevik Revolution, which is rising, ever more
threatening, and which means chaos. The Imperial question is closely linked
to that of Bolshevism. We must sacrifice the Kaiser to save the country. This

has absolutely nothing to do with dogmatic republicanism.”™

Finally, the SPD presented an ultimatum to the government: if the Emperor
did not abdicate by 8 November, they could no longer accept responsibility
for what might happen.”

' Pieck, op. cit., p. 1507.
P. Scheidemann, Memoiren eines Sozialdemokraten, Volume 2, Dresden, 1928 p. 262.
Max von Baden, op. cit., pp. 539, 591.
™ Quoted by Kolb, op. cit., p. 32.
> H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 45.
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On the morning of 8 November, Otto Franke and Liebknecht reached an
agreement. They were uneasy, because time was passing. It was becoming
increasingly difficult to hold back the workers, who were losing patience, and
were in danger of launching isolated actions. Moreover, the police were
closing in on the conspirators, and could thus behead the movement. In the
end, also, the Majority Party, which was watching which way the wind was
blowing, was getting ready to take control of the uprising and thereby
neutralise it. From that point, every minute lost involved considerable risk
to the revolutionaries — and Liebknecht did his utmost to convince Dittmann
of this.”

When the delegates met again at the appointed time in their usual centre,
they learned that their military specialist Lindner — Lieutenant Waltz — had
been arrested, and decided to move their meeting to a room in the Reichstag.”
Whilst they were on their way, Ddumig was arrested; he had the plans for
the insurrection in his briefcase. Luise Zietz, who was with him, managed to
get away and gave the alarm. From that time, there could be no retreat because
the police now had enough evidence to arrest everyone. Yet the USPD leaders
— without Haase, who had gone to Kiel as a conciliator — still hesitated. In
Liebknecht’s absence, it was Barth who prevailed; they decided to draft, and
to distribute as a leaflet, a call for an insurrection to overthrow the Imperial
régime and establish a republic of councils. This would carry ten signatures,
those of Liebknecht and Pieck, of Haase, Ledebour and Briihl, and of the
revolutionary delegates, Barth, Franke, Eckert, Wegmann and Neuendorf.”®

Liebknecht was not present, as he and his Spartacist comrades had decided
to face the USPD and the delegates with an fait accompli, and to reject
their procrastination. In company with Ernst Meyer and in the name of the
Spartacist League, he was drafting another leaflet — which also would bear
his signature — calling on the workers to fight for the conciliar republic and
to join with the Russian working class in the fight for world revolution.” He
was still not aware that the repression had finally driven his allies to cross
the Rubicon.

That evening, the representatives of the SPD in the factories reported to
the Party leaders. They declared unanimously that in every factory the workers

7 [llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 204.

7 Pieck, op. cit., p. 1507.

8 Ibid., p. 1508. Text in Barth, op. cit., p. 53.

7 Pieck, op. cit., p. 1508. Text in Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., pp.
324-5.
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were ready to act on 9 November, and that there could no longer be any
question of holding them back.® The calls to battle would go out to men who
wished to fight.

That point marks the beginning of the Revolution. Those who wanted it
and were trying hard to prepare it; those who wanted it but doubted whether
they could start it, and thus wanted it to be provoked; and those who did
not want it and had resisted it to the last moment — all were to leap aboard
the juggernaut. The news from every part of Germany on the night of 8-9
November confirmed it: here the sailors and there the soldiers organised
demonstrations, whilst workers came out on strike. Workers” and soldiers’
councils were elected. The prisons were attacked and opened. The red flag,
emblem of the world revolution, floated over the public buildings.

Berlin, 9 November

Leaflets calling for insurrection had been distributed in every workplace since
dawn. Workers held meetings across the city, and assembled in all the industrial
districts to march to the city centre. E.O. Volkmann writes in an often-quoted

passage:

The day which Marx and his friend desired all their lives had come at last.
The Revolution was on the march in the capital of the empire. The firm
tread, in step, of the workers’ battalions echoed in the streets. They came
from Spandau, from the workers’ districts, from the north and east, and
marched towards the city centre, the symbol of imperial power. To the fore
were Barth’s assault troops, revolvers and grenades in their hands, with the
women and children preceding them. Then came the masses in tens of

thousands, radicals, Independents, Majority socialists, all mingled together.*!

The morning issue of Vorwirts, to be sure, warned against ‘ill-considered
action’® but the Majority Social Democrats took care not to place themselves
in opposition to an irresistible current. Their factory representatives had met
Ebert again early in the morning, and had quite unequivocally told him that

8 H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 45.

8 E.O. Volkmann, La Révolution allemande, Paris, 1933, pp. 35-6. Cldre Derfert-Casper
mentions in her memoirs a different and more probable order: ‘In front, the armed
men, then men without weapons, and in the rear the women.” (I/lustrierte Geschichte
der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 149.)

82 Vorwirts, 9 November 1918. A few hours later, a supplement called for a general
strike.
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the masses were following the Independents and were escaping completely
from the influence of the Majority. What had to be avoided at all costs was
the eventuality of the garrison resisting, thus leading to fighting in the streets.
Then the worst could happen, there would be a bloody revolution, and the
extremists would have power in their hands. Indeed, there were incidents
where soldiers had been confined to barracks. An officer of the Naumburg
Light Infantry regiment told Vorwirts that his men were ready to fire on the
crowd. This is what the Majority Social Democrats wanted to avoid at all
costs. Otto Wels went to the Alexander barracks, though warned not to do
s0; he spoke to the men from the roof of a motor car, and managed to convince
them not to fire on the people, but on the contrary to march with them in
this peaceful revolution.®

The other regiments in the garrison followed the example of the light
infantry. A staff officer, Lieutenant Colin Ross, told Ebert that the High
Command had given the order not to shoot.® Vorwirts put out a special leaflet:
‘They Will Not Shoot”.* In the event, only one barracks opened fire. Amongst
the demonstrators there were four deaths, including one of the Spartacists’
youth leaders in Berlin, Erich Habersaath, a worker at Schwartzkopf.* Despite
this episode, everything passed off in perfect order. The Majority Social
Democrats, defeated in the factories, made up their losses in the barracks.
When a body of workers led by former editorial staff of the daily paper tried
to seize Vorwiirts — the memory of its confiscation still rankled — they ran into
an armed barricade mounted by machine-gunners from the Naumburg light
infantry who had joined the Revolution two hours earlier.”

The meeting of the representatives of the SPD accepted Ebert’s suggestion
that they should propose to the Independents that they share the responsibilities
of government.®® However, Ebert, Scheidemann and Otto Braun waited several
hours for a meeting of the USPD leaders, which in the end never took place.”
Amongst the USPD leaders present, Dittmann was ready to accept the
Majority’s proposal, but Ledebour violently opposed it He immediately
informed the group of revolutionary delegates, who discussed the question

8 H. Miiller, op. cit., pp. 46-8.

8 Tbid., p. 49.

8 Ibid., p. 48.
¢ Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 206.
% H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 49.
8 Ibid., p. 50.
9 Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 208.
% H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 50; Pieck, op. cit., p. 1058.
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without being able to reach agreement. An improvised council of war around
Barth shared out tasks; Liebknecht joined the columns that were marching
on the Imperial Palace, Eichhorn headed for the police headquarters, whilst
Adolf Hoffmann, a popular figure, reached the city hall at the head of the
workers.”!

At Vorwiirts they hastened to assemble an action committee — it was soon
renamed a workers’ and soldiers’ council - consisting of twelve factory
workers, all party members, plus Ebert, Braun, Wels and Eugen Ernst.”> It
was this council which launched the call in the midday edition of Vorwiirts
for a general strike, and for the insurrection to establish a social republic.”
The Social-Democrats signed their leaflets with the magic words ‘workers’
council’, ‘soldiers” council’, ‘people’s committee’.

The Independents discussed the Majority’s proposals at great length, but
they had still reached no conclusion by midday, when Ebert, Scheidemann,
Braun and the trade-union leader Heller were received by Max of Baden,
who announced the abdication of Wilhelm II.** Ebert expressed some
reservations about the future of the Imperial régime, but agreed to accept the
post of Chancellor of the Reich within the framework of the Constitution. He
at once issued an appeal for calm and discipline, and demanded that order
be maintained.”®> At one o’clock, he told the USPD about the new situation,
and repeated his offer of a share of governmental responsibilities. Oskar Cohn
asked him whether he was ready to take Liebknecht into his government, to
which he replied that his party excluded no-one. The Independents continued
their discussion, and promised to reply at six o’clock.”

During this time, the victorious crowd, full of enthusiasm and feeling its
power, flooded the streets of Berlin, waved banners, chanted slogans, and
rushed to support leaders who offered it an objective. The infantry guarding
the police headquarters surrendered without a struggle to Eichhorn’s followers,
and handed over their weapons to the attackers. Six hundred political prisoners
were set free, and Eichhorn took over the office of the police chief and his
functions.” Since one o’clock the Moabit prison had, under the assault of

1 Pieck, op. cit., p. 1058.

%2 H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 59.

% Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., p. 230.

% H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 51.

% Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., p. 333.

% H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 52.

7 Emil Eichhorn, Meine Tatigkeit im Berliner Polizeiprisidium und mein Anteil an den
Januar-Ereignissen, Berlin, 1919, p. 8.
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soldiers and armed workers, been forced to open its gates and to let free
many political prisoners, civilians and military, including Leo Jogiches, the
organiser of the Spartacists.

A handful of officers tried to organise resistance in front of the university
and later in front of the Prussian State Library. The crowd swept them away,
and the Reichstag buildings surrendered without a shot being fired.”® Tens
of thousands of Berlin workers massed in front of the building; Scheidemann
spoke from a balcony and tried to preach calm, but he then yielded to the
shouting, and made the decision to proclaim the Republic — an almost
revolutionary initiative for which Ebert was to criticise him sharply.” A little
later, at the Imperial Palace, Liebknecht, who had already been speaking from
the roof of a motor car, had the ‘German Socialist Republic’ proclaimed by
acclamation. Then he went on to the balcony of the dwelling-place of the
Hohenzollerns and announced:

The rule of capitalism, which turned Europe into a cemetery, is henceforward
broken. We remember our Russian brothers. They told us when they left:
‘If within a month you haven’t done as we did, we shall break with you.’
It only took four days. We must not imagine that our task is ended because
the past is dead. We now have to strain our strength to construct the workers’
and soldiers” government and a new proletarian state, a state of peace, joy
and freedom for our German brothers and our brothers throughout the
whole world. We stretch out our hands to them, and call on them to carry
to completion the world revolution. Those of you who want to see the free

German Socialist Republic and the German Revolution, raise your hands!'®

A forest of arms was raised.

The revolutionary leaders continued their discussions. Ledebour firmly
opposed any collaboration with the SPD, and seemed at first to win a majority
to support him. But there soon appeared the first delegations of soldiers.
Some were spontaneous, but others, very numerous, were organised by the
SPD, like the one led by Max Cohen-Reuss, an old Party supporter who had
only recently become a soldier. They all insisted upon unity of the socialists,
and their alliance in the government to defend the Revolution, peace and

% Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 152.

% H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 53; Scheidemann, op. cit., Volume 2, p. 313.

100 Vossische Zeitung, 10 November 1918; Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution,
op. cit., pp. 209-10.
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brotherhood. Other delegations, particularly of workers, had their own
grounds for calling on Liebknecht to join the government, as a guarantee of
the will of the German Revolution for peace. When Liebknecht arrived late
in the afternoon, he estimated that the USPD could not categorically refuse
all collaboration with the SPD, as Ledebour proposed, without running the
risk of being misunderstood, and of appearing to the masses to be enemies
of the unity which they desired.'™

He won the support of Miiller and Daumig for imposing six conditions:
proclamation of the German Socialist Republic, legislative, executive and
judicial power to be in the hands of elected representatives of workers and
soldiers, no bourgeois ministers, participation by the USPD to be limited to
the time needed to conclude the armistice, technical ministries under the
control of a purely political departmental staff, and equal representation of
the socialist parties in the cabinet.'”” Ledebour alone declared that he opposed
participation even on these conditions.'®

The reply of the USPD leaders was finally communicated to the SPD at
eight o’clock in the evening. In the meantime, the latter had tried a new
initiative, and declared that the delegation to sign the armistice would not
set out until the government had been formed. The SPD’s answer reached
the USPD at nine o’clock. The leaders of Ebert’s party accepted the last two
conditions, and rejected the first four. In their opinion, nothing but a constituent
assembly, elected by universal suffrage, could decide the nature of the German
régime, and the provisional government should remain in place until that
assembly was convened and elected. They declared above all that they opposed
any ‘class dictatorship’, and wanted bourgeois parties to join the government.'*

The USPD leaders were deeply divided, and, deprived throughout of the
advice of Haase, they put off their decision until the next day.!”” That evening
there appeared in Berlin two daily newspapers of the extreme Left, published
on the presses of the great dailies which had been occupied during the day,
the USPD’s Die Internationale, and the Spartacists” Die Rote Fahne.'*

101 Pieck, op. cit., p. 1058.

12 Tllustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 210; Vorwiirts, 10 November
1918.

1% Pieck, op. cit., p. 1058.

104 H. Miller, op. cit., p. 57; Vorwirts, 10 November 1919.

15 H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 58.

106 Pieck, op. cit., p. 1058.
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At 10 o’clock in the evening, the revolutionary delegates, joined by several
hundred representatives of the insurgent workers, met, with Barth in the
chair, in the great meeting hall of the Reichstag. The assembly regarded itself
provisionally as the workers” and soldiers” council of the capital, and called
for meetings in the factories and the barracks on the next day, 10 November,
at 10 o’clock in the morning. They would elect delegates, one per 1,000
workers and one per battalion, to the general assembly projected for five
o’clock in the evening at the Busch Circus, to appoint the new revolutionary
government.'” The Majority Social Democrats made no protest, although this
decision threatened all that they had won during the day, but they were to
devote the night to preparing for this decisive battle.

The Ebert government

Wels had played a central role during 9 November. His largely improvised
action had in fact enabled the SPD to find the support which they needed in
the Berlin garrison. A group of officers including Colin Ross signed an appeal
to the officers to collaborate in maintaining order, and to support the new
government.'® The problem now for the SPD was to organise this support
systematically, and to make use of it for the mass meeting in the Busch Circus.

During the night of 9-10 November, Wels drafted and had printed in 40,000
copies a leaflet addressed ‘to the men of the troops who support the policy
of Vorwirts’.'” Ebert appointed him military commandant of the capital,"
and Colonel Reinhard issued orders to all the commanders of units to allow
men accredited by him to enter the barracks." The theme of the activity of
Wels’s people lies in the banner headline in Vorwiirts: ‘No Fratricidal Struggle’.""?

Haase arrived during the night. At first, he inclined towards refusing
participation, but he changed his mind when the executive met at 10 o’clock
the next morning, and insisted that the USPD must not create an obstacle to
agreement amongst socialists by adhering in full to the conditions laid down
the preceding day. Neither Liebknecht nor the leaders of the revolutionary

107 Tbid.; H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 58.
108 Text in H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 61.
19 Thid., p. 62.

Ibid., p. 82.

1 Kolb, op. cit., p. 117.

2 Vorwidrts, 10 November 1918.
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delegates were present, because they were busy with preparations for meetings
and assemblies in the factories, but Liebknecht, who had been kept informed
of what was going on, announced that he would not join the government if
the USPD reneged on its conditions."® The negotiations went on without him.
In the end, at half past one that afternoon, the representatives of the two

Social-Democratic Parties agreed on a text:

The cabinet is formed exclusively of Social Democrats, who are people’s
commissars with equal rights. This does not apply to holders of ministerial
portfolios, technical assistants to the cabinet, which alone determines policy.
Each ministry is controlled by two members of the Social-Democratic Parties,
with equal powers. Political power is in the hands of the workers” and
soldiers” councils, which will very soon be convened to a meeting representing
the whole Reich. The question of the constituent assembly will not be posed
before the new order, which is today being established by the revolution,

has been consolidated, and it will be the subject of later discussions.™*

The leaders of the two parties also agreed on names; Ebert, Scheidemann and
Landsberg, nominated by the SPD on the preceding day, were to be joined
by Dittmann, Haase and Barth for the USPD.">

At two o’clock, Wels brought together in the Vorwirts premises the
representatives of his party in the factories and the soldiers’ delegates, in
order to prepare for the Busch Circus meeting, which at all costs had to
endorse the agreement between the Party leaderships. He explained to the
soldiers that they should defend the right of ‘the whole people” against the
supporters of the rule of the councils alone, and they should demand that a
national assembly be elected. One of the leaders at his side recognised in the
crowd of soldiers the son of a Party veteran. That is how Brutus Molkenbuhr
became the leader of the soldiers who supported the Majority."

The meeting began late. Over 1,500 delegates occupied the hall, the workers
in the gallery and the soldiers down below surrounded the platform.
The atmosphere was stormy; speakers were frequently interrupted, people
brandished weapons, and there were fist fights. There were hardly any

=
=

* Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 211.
14 Tbid., pp. 210-11.

15 H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 65.

16 Ibid., pp. 69-70.
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stewards, and a certain number of people without mandates were let in.
Several times scuffles broke out, and it was feared that shots might be
exchanged. Barth was in the chair in his capacity as representative of the
‘workers’ council’, and he easily won confirmation of a secretariat which had
perhaps already been negotiated, with Lieutenant Waltz as Vice-Chairman

and Brutus Molkenbuhr as Secretary."”

He then called on Ebert to explain
the situation: ‘The conditions of the armistice which the capitalists and
imperialists of the Entente are imposing are very hard, but we must accept
them to put an end to the slaughter.”"® He announced to the delegates that
the two Social-Democratic Parties agreed to form a government on a basis of
equality, with no bourgeois ministers. Haase followed him, speaking in the
same sense, and confirmed the agreement.

Liebknecht was very calm but incisive. His task was not easy, because he
had the vast majority of the soldiers against him, breaking into his speech
with interruptions and insults, even threatening him with their weapons, and
shouting ‘Unity! Unity!” at every one of his attacks on the Majority Social
Democrats. He warned the delegates against illusions about unity, recalling
how the SPD - ‘these people who today are with the Revolution, and were
its enemies only the day before yesterday’ —had collaborated with the General
Staff, and denounced the manoeuvres which aimed at using the soldiers
against the workers. He repeated: ‘“The counter-revolution is already on the
move, it is already in action, and is here in our midst.”"’

The election of the Executive Committee of the councils in Berlin gave rise
to a confused battle. Barth first proposed to elect the bureau of the assembly,
nine soldiers and nine workers. Miiller presented a list prepared by the
revolutionary delegates which included the members of the nucleus who had
prepared the insurrection, and, alongside the principal delegates, Barth,
Ledebour, Liebknecht and Luxemburg. But the soldiers protested loudly at
this. The Social-Democratic delegate Biichel then demanded that there should
be parity of representation between the two workers’ parties. Ebert supported
him, whilst Barth and Miiller opposed the proposal.

7 We have followed here the account given in Vossische Zeitung, 11 November 1918,
which we have compared with those given by H. Miiller (op. cit., pp. 70-2); and
R. Miiller (op. cit., pp. 36-7). A stenographic record of this meeting exists in the
Berlin IML. Extracts from this are cited by Drabkin, op. cit., pp. 165-7.

18 Vossische Zeitung, 11 November 1918.

9 Cited by Drabkin, op. cit., p. 166.
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The soldiers brandished their weapons and chanted ‘Parity! Parity!’,
and Ebert put on a show of withdrawing the Biichel proposal. But then a
printworker declared that no newspapers would appear if a parity government
was not set up. A soldiers” delegate said that the soldiers would form their
own Executive if parity were not agreed. The demand of parity of the workers’
representation was unreasonable, because in the factories the SPD was far
from being as well represented as the USPD. Therefore the bureau, with the
unanimous support of the SPD, advanced a compromise proposal: nine from
the USPD and three from the SPD, to represent the workers.

But the soldiers, whom Wels’s people had organised, continued their
obstruction. In the end, Barth gave way and advanced a proposal which met
their demands: an Executive made up of twelve soldiers” delegates, Majority
Social Democrats or men under their influence, and twelve workers’ delegates,
six SPD and six USPD. Liebknecht, whose name was proposed along with
that of Pieck and Luxemburg for the USPD list, indignantly refused, and
protested against this gross violation of the most elementary democracy, in
which a rowdy minority was absolutely preventing the majority from declaring
its position through a vote. In the end, six members of the nucleus of
revolutionary delegates agreed to stand as candidates to represent the
‘independent’ faction of the revolutionary delegates. These were Barth, Miiller,
Ledebour, Eckert, Wegmann and Neuendorf. After a brief recess, Miiller came
forward to propose to the assembly in the name of those elected, that the list
of six People’s Commissars who had already been nominated by their respective
parties be endorsed, and the sitting ended.'*

Thus the second day of the German Revolution found the Majority Social
Democrats, who had done their utmost to prevent it, winning an indisputable
victory. Their leader Ebert, Chancellor of the Reich by the grace of Max of
Baden, People’s Commissar by that of the general staffs of the two Social-
Democratic Parties, found his position endorsed by the first assembly of the
councils in the capital, so that he became, at one and the same time, head of
the legal government and of the revolutionary government!

We should, however, not exaggerate the importance of the defeat of the
revolutionaries on the second day of the revolution; it had only just begun.
This, at any rate, was what Moscow thought. Spontaneous demonstrations of

120 Tbid., pp. 165-7.
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satisfaction took place there, and Radek was to write later: “Tens of thousands
of workers broke out into wild cheers. I have never seen anything like it. Late
in the evening, workers and red soldiers were still parading. The world
revolution had come. Our isolation was at an end.”"

121 Radek, November, op. cit., p. 121.
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Chapter Nine
The Period of Dual Power

Western historians generally claim that the
German Revolution of November 1918 was not a real
revolution. They stress the insignificance of the
activity of the German councils, their improvised
nature, their hesitant behaviour, and, finally, their
powerlessness. Comparing them with the events in
Russia, they draw the conclusion that the German
councils were not real soviets, but ephemeral
organisations, transitory forms born out of a passing
infatuation and a rather romantic fashion.!

The official interpretations in the German
Democratic Republic have led certain historians to
analogous positions. Whilst both the Bolsheviks and
the Spartacists in 1918 had seen in the development
in Germany of the workers” and soldiers” councils
proof of the proletarian character of the German
Revolution, a specialist in East Germany actually
stated during a public discussion that the German
councils were ‘organs of the power of the bourgeoisie’,
in certain cases from the very start.”

For the Western historians, the problem is to show
that a soviet revolution, a state apparatus formed on
the basis of a pyramid of councils, in an advanced
country, was effectively utopian. For the others, the

! Those who support this thesis usually refer to the councils in Munich, as they did
resemble the model which these historians suppose was the norm.

2 W. Kleen, ‘Uber die Rolle der Réte in der Novemberrevolution’, Zeitschrifte fiir
Gewissenschaft, no. 2, 1956, pp. 326-30.
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task is to prove that no revolution could have a proletarian character without
the ‘firm leadership” of a party ‘of a Marxist-Leninist type’. Both of these
theses are partisan, but both express some truth; what was lacking in the
German soviets in 1918 was the concerted activity of patient explanation
which the Bolsheviks carried on in Russia, which enabled them to strengthen
the soviets and their authority between February and October, and to win
the majority in the soviets so that they could become a weapon in the struggle
for power.

But it would be a mistake to go on to compare the German councils
in November 1918 to the Russian soviets in November 1917. We need to
compare them first to the soviets in February 1917; both had emerged from
largely spontaneous activity before the great political debate about power
had developed. Despite the weakness of their organisation, the German
revolutionaries played a more important role in the formation of the councils
than the Bolsheviks did in the formation of the soviets. Moreover, the
bourgeoisie recognised this factor, both in Germany and in the countries of
the Entente.

In reality, the chances of a German soviet revolution appeared on 9
November 1918 to be more serious than those of a Russian soviet revolution
in February 1917. To be sure, the councils in all the workers’ centres were
divided between the two influences of the SPD and the USPD. In Russia,
the Mensheviks and the Socialist Revolutionaries were in the majority
across the country, including on the Petrograd Soviet. In Germany, on the
contrary, the revolutionaries, left Independents, International Communists
and Spartacists, partisans of the dictatorship of the proletariat, led some of
the most important councils. Miiller in Berlin, Kurt Eisner in Munich, Riick
in Stuttgart, Heckert in Chemnitz, Lipinski in Leipzig, Merges in Brunswick,
Laufenberg in Hamburg, all were chairmen of councils of workers and soldiers,
the authority of which spread over whole regions. For the rest, there was
apparently neither more nor less disorder in the tumultuous birth of the
German councils than there had been in that of the soviets, or than there was
to be in 1936 in the committees or consejos in Spain.

The councils of workers and soldiers

The essential difference between the German councils in November 1918
and the soviets in February 1917 lies in the place which the old workers’
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parties and trade unions occupied in them. This is explained in the first place
by the different traditions in the two countries, which in Russia saw soviets
become the form of organisation par excellence, whilst in Germany the political
and trade-union organisations had been for a long time a permanent and
determining factor in working-class life.

In Cologne, after trying to create a committee [Wohlfahrtsausschuss] to
include representatives of the bourgeois parties, amongst them Dr Konrad
Adenauer,’® the local leaders of the Social-Democratic Parties ended by forming
a workers’ council, in the course of a meeting on 8 November, which was
ratified by acclamation in a meeting that afternoon. In Kassel, the council and
its action committee were formed on the 9th following discussions between
the trade unions and the two workers’ parties, and were confirmed on the
13th by an assembly of 600 delegates elected by workers and soldiers. In
Breslau, on the 9th, the SPD and the Catholic Centre Party invited the USPD
to join them in forming a ‘people’s committee” in which Paul Lobe, a Social
Democrat, was to preside. This committee was ‘elected” on the 13th by a
meeting of 30,000. A similar procedure resulted in workers” councils including
representatives of the Centre and of the Christian trade unions in Duisberg,
Recklinghausen and Bielefeld, where the operation was carried through by
the Social Democrat Carl Severing.*

In general, these procedures remained exceptional, and could only be used
where the revolutionary movement had been manipulated or pre-empted by
the initiatives of the politicians or the reformist apparatus. Whatever confusion
existed amongst the revolutionaries over the precise definition of councils,
all agreed that they had to be democratic, and this bluntly contradicted any
idea of rigged elections or votes by acclamation. Most of the time, the working
people wanted an elected council. The Social Democrats, ever loyal to their
‘democratic principle’, wanted elections on a territorial basis, by districts;
suffrage was “universal’, and public figures, such as members of the apparatus,
could, as in ordinary elections, defeat candidates known for their class positions.
Thus, in Dresden, where elections by districts were organised by the provisional
council, they gave 47 seats out of 50 in the workers’ ‘college” and 40 seats
out of 50 in the soldiers” ‘college” to the SPD.> The workers” and soldiers’

* Tormin, op. cit., p. 59.
* Kolb, op. cit., pp. 83, 91-2.
° Ibid., p. 96.
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council in Dresden, under the chairmanship of Neuring, a Social-Democratic
trade unionist, was thereafter one of the most conservative.®

Elsewhere, the elections were held in the factories according to the principle
of the dictatorship of the proletariat, where the right to vote was organised
on the basis of units of production. In Berlin, the workers elected one delegate
per thousand votes in the big factories, and one delegate per part of a thousand
elsewhere.” In Frankfurt-am-Main, the figure was one per 400, in Hamburg
and Leipzig it was one per 600, in Stuttgart one per 300, and in Bremen one
per 180.2

In many places, SPD members demanded that the elections in the factories
be boycotted. In Brunswick, they demanded as a precondition, whatever the
outcome of the vote, a pledge of equal representation on the Executive. They
met with refusal and therefore did not stand, and 5,454 electors chose 25
names from a list of 50 drawn up by the provisional committee. In Stuttgart,
on the contrary, after the members of the first provisional council were arrested,
the SPD obtained a clear majority in the elections, with 155 delegates out of
300 seats, as against 90 for the USPD. In Leipzig, no Majority organisation
had existed since the split, and nearly all those who were elected belonged
to the USPD. In the Weser shipyards in Bremen, the left radicals won 24 seats
against the SPD’s 13 and the USPD’s nine, and the SPD members took their
seats. But, in Hamburg, they only agreed to take part at the last moment,
when the other groups promised them representation on the Executive.’

Whenever there appeared a majority against them in the workplace elections,
the local SPD and trade-union leaders called for unity and appealed to the
Berlin agreement of 9 November to get parity of representation on the executive.
These demands, however, did not contradict the concerns of those elected,
as the participation of representatives of parties and trade unions in the
councils served to strengthen their authority. In Leipzig, the Executive included,
besides 10 workers and 10 soldiers, three representatives of the USPD. That
in Hamburg included 18 elected members, nine from each college, and 12
representatives of organisations, three from each political party, the SPD, the
USPD and the left radicals, and three from the local trade unions.

¢ Illustrierte Geschichte der Weber Revolution, op. cit., p. 381.
7 Drabkin, op. cit., p. 159.

8 Kolb, op. cit., pp. 94-6.

¢ Ibid., pp. 95-6.
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Events in most places followed the course of those in Berlin; the Independents
surrendered proportional representation, to their own disadvantage, and
agreed to parity on the Executive, even when they had a majority in the
council, as in Frankfurt-am-Main, Dortmund, Erfurt and the majority of
industrial cities. Only when the SPD either did not exist or refused to join in
did they form the Executive, for example in Bremen, Leipzig, Halle and
Diisseldorf. The SPD, however, was not interested in parity where it was
strong. In Stuttgart, the USPD had only four seats out of a total of 15.1°

In the pyramid of councils from the workplace to the locality, the influence
of the SPD and the trade-union apparatus became stronger the closer to the
summit. They therefore worked hard in the weeks which followed the
establishment of the councils to form regional councils in which they kept a
majority, simply by adding the councils which they controlled, or in which
they enjoyed parity.

It is not surprising, therefore, in these conditions, that many of the initiatives
of the councils in November were limited to the framework of the constitution
or to the level of proclamations, and were satisfied to oscillate between the
anti-soviet line of the SPD, and the ‘hesitation waltz’ of the USPD. For all
that, some of the councils clearly expressed the will to construct a state of a
new, strictly soviet, kind. A few councils abolished the existing institutions.
In Chemnitz, Leipzig and Gotha, they declared the municipal councils
dissolved, and in Hamburg, Bremen and Koenigsberg they dissolved the
traditional institutions of Senate and Burghers." Other councils did this without
even saying so, contenting themselves with driving out of their committees
senior bureaucrats or traditionally-elected people.

The council in Bremen went further, and prohibited any meeting or
demonstration in favour of the re-establishment of the Senate or of elections
to the National Assembly."> The council in Neukdlln, which was dominated
by the Spartacists, prohibited all activity by the old organisations, and declared
the police force dissolved. This Berlin district was denounced in the press as
being the test-bed for the dictatorship of the proletariat.’® The situation was

10 Tbid.

M. Einhorn, ‘Zur Rolle der Rite im November und Dezember 1918’, Zeitschrifte
fiir Gewissenschaft, no. 3, 1956, p. 548; on Hamburg, see R.A. Comfort, Revolutionary
Hamburg, Stanford, 1966, p. 46. The measure was to be rescinded shortly afterwards
(ibid., p. 48).

12 [llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 195.

3 Vossische Zeitung, 4 December 1918.
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not dissimilar in Britz, Mariendorf and Tempelhof. A conference of councils
of workers and soldiers for the Niederbarnim constituency on 18 November
called for such measures to be introduced throughout Germany.'*

In the Ruhr, a conference of the councils in Lower Rhineland and
Western Westphalia was held on 20 November, and adopted a motion by the
Independent Otto Brass for all existing state structures to be dissolved, and
for power to pass to the councils. A programme of action for the councils
laid down what this meant — the disarming of the police, the construction of
a red guard, the organisation of a security force, and the control of justice,
food supplies, etc. This was carried out or at least embarked upon in every
city where revolutionary Independents and Spartacists held the majority in
the council, in Diisseldorf, Gelsenkirchen, Hamborn, Miillheim, Solingen,
Essen, etc. The workers” and soldiers” council in Gotha dissolved the Landtag
and formed a Land government."

An important development which signified the will of the revolutionaries
to create an alternative centre of power was the formation by the councils of
their own armed force or police.' There were workers’ guards in Frankfurt-
am-Main and Hildenburghausen,'” workers” volunteers in Diisseldorf,”® a
security force in Hamburg' and, most often, red guards, the nuclei of which
were formed by mutinous sailors, for example, under the leadership of the
non-commissioned officer Lunsmann? in Bremen, in Halle the ‘security
regiment’, led by the former officer Fritz Ferchlandt and the ‘red sailor’ Karl
Meseberg,*" and in Brunswick, a guard numbering a thousand.”

Lastly, in the councils led by revolutionaries, the Executives provided
themselves with structures suited to the tasks of government, with individuals
or commissions responsible for finance, public security, food supplies, labour
problems, and so on. They took upon themselves powers at every level, those
of the judiciary as well as of the legislature or the executive, in accordance
with the very character of soviet power. The workers” and soldiers’ council
in Essen seized and closed down the Rheinischer Westfilischer Zeitung on

=

* Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 193.

5 Ibid., pp. 195-8.

¢ H. Oeckel, Die revolutiondre Volkswehr 1918-1919, East Berlin, 1968.
17 Einhorn, op. cit., p. 549.

8 Vorwidrts und nicht vergessen, op. cit., p. 48.

19 Kolb, op. cit., p. 295; Comfort, op. cit., p. 53.

O Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 239.

2 Vorwiirts und nicht vergessen, op. cit., p. 368.

2 Kolb, op. cit., p. 294.
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3 December, and a few days later the Essener Allgemeine Zeitung. The council
in Hanau prohibited any dismissals, and imposed the eight-hour working
day. That in Miilheim decreed pay increases of 80 per cent,”® and that in
Leipzig took possession of the press and propaganda department of the
military command.?* The most alert politicians were not mistaken; Hermann
Miiller was to write that the republic of Neukélln was on the way towards
bringing about ‘a class dictatorship like that in Soviet Russia’.”

Throughout Germany, the revolutionaries who took part in the activities
of the councils were at the forefront of the battle for an alternative structure
of power. The early days of November unexpectedly provided one single
contrary example, that of Wiirttemberg, where for several days all the workers’
parties, including the Spartacists, collaborated in a provisional structure
which enjoyed a legal authority, the “provisional government” of Wiirttemberg,
which was empowered by the Landtag immediately after the Revolution.
Two Spartacist activists held responsible posts in it. August Thalheimer, who
had just been freed from prison, was in charge of finance and Albert Schreiner
in charge of war.*® But the Spartacist Zentrale reacted sharply, and a letter
signed by Jogiches explained to the Wiirttembergers that it would be a serious
mistake to share responsibilities of government with the SPD in the given
circumstances.” Thalheimer immediately resigned, and was soon followed
by Schreiner.”

The parties and the councils

It is indicative of the dash and vigour of the conciliar movement that no
one tried at first to oppose the formation of councils or to contest their
authority. Here and there, the representatives of the bourgeois parties were
glad when the protection of the Social Democrats kept a little place open for
them.” The High Command itself recognised the existence of the soldiers’

B [llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., pp. 194-6.

# Ibid., p. 198.

» H. Miiller, op. cit., pp. 141-2.

% Kreuz-Zeitung, 11 November 1918, and for a commentary on this matter, see
Drabkin, in Noyabrskaya Revoliutsiia v Germanii, op. cit., pp. 374-6.

27 The full text of this letter, dated 11 November and addressed to Thalheimer, was
published for the first time by Drabkin, Noyabrskaya Revoliutsiia v Germanii, op. cit.,
pp- 377-8.

% W. Keil, Erlebnisse eines Sozialdemokraten, Volume 2, Stuttgart, 1948, p. 107.

» We have already seen the case of Cologne, where the burgomaster Konrad
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councils. At the headquarters in Spa, Lieutenant-Colonel Faupel received their
delegates; he described to them the immense task of getting the troops back
home from the Western front, and asked them to collaborate with the officers.*
The authority of the councils was recognised to varying degrees by the imperial
authorities, the administration, the police, the courts and the military
commands.

However, one of the first initiatives taken against the power of the workers’
and soldiers’ councils was the forming of citizens’ councils, which were
sometimes divided into professional councils for doctors, lawyers, judges and
even landowners and priests.* In Cologne, for example, whilst the Kélnische
Zeitung said that the bourgeoisie was ready to support the new power
structures,® a number of the city’s businessmen founded the Hansabund, the
purpose of which was to form citizens’ councils.*® The Deutsche Zeitung
approved this appeal, and wrote that councils alone would not suffice, but
that ‘confronted by “one-sided” workers” guards, it is necessary to organise
“civic guards”’.*

The bourgeois parties and the authorities accepted the councils as a real
power, though a very transitory one, which conferred a provisional legitimacy
on existing authorities which had no longer any constitutional standing: the
aim was to use them to change the situation to their advantage. That, briefly,
was the viewpoint of the Social Democrats. They considered that the councils
were transitory institutions, relevant only to the period of the fall of the
Imperial régime, and that they must relinquish the power which they had
seized, because they represented only part of the population. Friedrich Stampfer
explained this in Vorwirts on 13 November: ‘We have been victorious, but
we have not been victorious for ourselves alone. We have been victorious for
the entire people. That is why our slogan is not “All power to the soviets”,
but “All power to the whole people”.”*

Adenauer played an important role as president of the Wohlfahrtsausschuss; in Breslau,
out of 100 people elected to the council, 34 belonged to bourgeois parties (Drabkin,
op. cit., p. 226).

% J.W. Wheeler-Bennett, The Nemesis of Power, London, 1954, p. 26.

31 Drabkin, op. cit., p. 225. In Bonn, the workers” and soldiers” council was to fuse
with that of the citizens (Kolnische Zeitung, 12 November 1918, evening edition).

%2 Kolnische Zeitung, 12 November 1918 (morning edition).

% Drabkin, Die Novemberrevolution 1918 in Deutschland, op. cit., p. 224.

* Deutsche Zeitung, 13 November 1918.

% Vorwirts, 13 November 1918.
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Within this perspective, the role of the councils henceforth was to help
establish a new ‘democratic’ régime, based on the election by universal suffrage
of a national assembly, which would have constituent power, and which alone
could express the will of ‘the people’.

On this basis, that of the struggle for the rapid convocation of a constituent
assembly which would strip the councils of their power, and establish a
democratic constitution, the SPD was the spearhead of a coalition bringing
together the entire array of old political forces and, behind them, the possessing
classes. We cannot fail to be struck by the speed with which the authorities
and politicians merged into this ‘democratic’ movement, in order to fight
against the Revolution and to defend order and property. Conservatives and
reactionaries proclaimed themselves from one day to the next to be republicans
and democrats, partisans of ‘the sovereignty of the people’, which hitherto
had seemed to be the least of their concerns.

Kreuz-Zeitung’s old motto ‘Forward for God, King and Country!” disappeared,
and the paper called for universal suffrage.* The Catholic Centre renamed
itself the People’s Christian Democratic Party. The conservatives regrouped
in the People’s National German Party, which included in its programme
universal suffrage, parliamentary government, and freedom of publication
and opinion. The fusion of the old Progressives with part of the old National
Liberals produced the German Democratic Party. The remainder of the National
Liberals, under the presidency of Gustav Stresemann and with the support
of Stinnes, Vogler, Rochling and other business magnates, floated the German
People’s Party. Junkers and bourgeois dressed themselves in democratic
clothes, because the main objective was first to get rid of the councils.”

On this question there were no major differences within the government.
Max of Baden and Ebert were agreed, and the declaration of 10 November
provided for the election of a constituent assembly. The USPD’s ‘People’s
Commissars’ were to raise technical objections, discuss the suitability of
different dates and ask for time to “prepare’ the electoral campaign, but they
chose the parliamentary republic in preference to the system of councils and
the dictatorship of the proletariat.*® Nonetheless, unanimity did not reign in
the USPD on this point. The party’s left wing — the leaders in Berlin and the

% Drabkin, op. cit., p. 296, n. 307.
7 Ibid., pp. 293-6.
% Kolb, op. cit., pp. 1571f.
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revolutionary delegates — fought for several months for the concept of power
to the councils, and on this point at least agreed with the Spartacists.

In fact, the only ideologically coherent opposition to the programme of
calling a constituent assembly came from the Spartacists. Luxemburg explained
this clearly in Die Rote Fahne, which had reappeared:

The choice today is not between democracy and dictatorship. The question
which history has placed on the agenda is: bourgeois democracy or socialist
democracy. For the dictatorship of the proletariat is democracy in the socialist
sense of the term. The dictatorship of the proletariat does not mean bombs,
putsches, riots or “anarchy’, as the agents of capitalism claim. It means using
every means of political power to construct socialism, to expropriate the
capitalist class, in agreement with and by the will of the revolutionary
majority of the proletariat, in the spirit of socialist democracy. Without the
conscious will and the conscious activity of the majority of the proletariat,
there can be no socialism. A class organisation is needed to sharpen this
consciousness, to organise this activity: the parliament of the proletarians

of town and country.*

But the revolutionaries themselves were divided over the meaning and practical
implications of this principled position. To be sure, they all believed,
as Luxemburg was to declare at the Foundation Congress of the German
Communist Party, that the workers” and soldiers” councils, like the Russian
soviets, formed ‘the watchword of the world revolution’, ‘the ABC of the
revolution today’, and the characteristic which distinguished the revolution
in 1918 from the bourgeois revolutions which preceded it.* But disagreements
began when it was a question of deciding what revolutionaries should do
within councils in which they were in a minority.

In Dresden, the left radicals followed Otto Riihle on 16 November in
resigning en bloc from the workers” and soldiers’ council in the city; they
thought that they should not be there because they found themselves in a
minority, facing a coalition of SPD and USPD elected representatives, whom
they summarily qualified as ‘counter-revolutionaries”.*" By this spectacular

gesture, they rejected the perspective which Luxemburg was to trace when

% Die Rote Fahne, 20 November 1918.

0 Der Griindungsparteitag der KPD, Protokoll und Materialen, Frankfurt am Main,
1969, p. 183.

4 Text in Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., pp. 403—4.
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she said: ‘It is from below that we shall undermine the bourgeois state, by
acting so that the public powers, legislative and administrative, shall no longer
be separate, but combined, and by placing them in the hands of the workers’
and soldiers’” councils.”**

The drama and the historic weakness of the German workers’ and soldiers’
councils is ultimately bound up with the fact that there did not exist a real
‘conciliar party’, to encourage and invigorate them, and to take part in the
struggle for conciliar power, which the Bolsheviks were able to do between
February and October 1917. On the decisive problem of ‘constituent assembly
or councils’, the leaders of the right wing of the USPD, Haase, Dittmann, and
so on, adopted, with a few fine differences, the positions of the SPD. The left-
wing Independents, organised separately, generally shared the conception of
the leading Spartacists. The Spartacists themselves were divided between the
leading nucleus, which worked within the perspective that it was necessary
to win the masses, and the impatient elements who gave up the task of
convincing the masses. This confusion and the absence of a revolutionary
organisation to lead a consistent struggle for winning the majority in the
councils and for the seizure of state power by the councils, left the field clear
for the enemies of the councils who were at work within them.

In Hamburg, only a few days after having announced their dissolution,
the workers” and soldiers” council re-established the Burghers and the Senate
as administrative organs. In the same city, the former officer Frederick Baumann
was appointed by a member of the Senate named Petersen to struggle against
the ‘extremists” within the workers” and soldiers’ council itself. He soon
became a member of it by way of the soldiers’ council, and he joined forces
with the SPD to ‘eliminate gradually the radicals from all their positions of
control over the military or the police’. He even succeeded in getting himself
put in charge of the red guard intended to protect the council.®

By collaborating with the old institutions, whose revival was assisted by
the existence of the central government, the councils were being driven into
a corner. Financial needs had them by the throat. They were undermined and
eaten up from within. Soon, as Luxemburg wrote, ‘they let slip the greatest
part of the positions they had won on 9 November’.** They could not hold

4 Der Griindungsparteitag der KPD, op. cit., p. 99.
# Comfort, op. cit., pp. 47, 52-3.
# ‘Speech on the Programme’, Der Griindungsparteitag der KPD, op. cit., p. 184.
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out for long even where they resisted. The ‘conciliar power” which was
proclaimed in Neukolln on 6 December was annulled on the 11th by the
executive of the councils in Berlin.*> On 16 December, the Prussian government
reintroduced the old institutions in Neukdlln on the same day as the first
congress of German ‘soviets” opened in Berlin.*¢

The fact is that, despite its defeat, the German bourgeoisie was unquestionably
more vigorous than the feeble Russian bourgeoisie in 1917. It had at its disposal
an instrument of rare quality, the officer corps, and above all the total support
of the flexible, experienced apparatus of Social Democracy, which would know
how to defend effectively what it called ‘order” against ‘chaos’, and ‘freedom’
against ‘dictatorship’. It confirmed Liebknecht’s warning on 10 November by
finally enabling the positions of the counter-revolution to triumph within the
very heart of the councils. Finally, the German bourgeoisie enjoyed the solid
support of the armies of the Entente, the threatening shadow of which hung
over this whole period of the German Revolution.

The bourgeois government

The assembly of the delegates of workers and soldiers at the Busch Circus
on 10 November handed power to the six ‘People’s Commissars’, who had
for some hours been the Reich cabinet. Ebert, who was in this way installed
by the Berlin ‘soviet” as the President of the Council of People’s Commissars,
had already since the previous day been the Chancellor of the Reich appointed
by Prince Max of Baden. In this way, the state of dual power resulted in a
single summit, a two-faced government, soviet for the workers, bourgeois
and legal from the standpoint of the state apparatus, the ruling classes, the
army and the Entente, from which its representative Erzberger had, since
8 November, been appealing for the material means to fight Bolshevism.*
There can be no dispute today about the deal which was concluded between
Chancellor Ebert and the army chiefs in these November days; even if the
version about the telephone conversation between General Wilhelm Groener
and Ebert on the night of 9-10 November can no longer be formally accepted.*

# H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 142.

# Ibid., p. 219.

¥ Badia, Volume 1, op. cit., p. 119.

% On this question see L. Berthold and H. Neef, Militarismus und Opportunismus
gegen die Novemberrevolution, East Berlin, 1958, and the comments on the telephone
conversation reported by E.O. Volkmann (pp. 23-4).
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On 10 November, Marshal Hindenburg telegraphed to the army chiefs that
the General Staff had decided to collaborate with the Chancellor to ‘avert the
spread of terrorist Bolshevism in Germany’.* Groener appears to have been
the prime mover of the agreement, and several years later he was to justify
himself against right-wing critics when he declared:

The officer corps could only cooperate with a government which undertook
the struggle against Bolshevism. . . . Ebert had made up his mind on this. . . .
We made an alliance against Bolshevism. . .. There existed no other party
which had enough influence upon the masses to enable the re-establishment

of a governmental power with the help of the army.®

The state apparatus and the bureaucracy continued to function under the
authority of Ebert. Already on 9 November, he had called upon all state
officials to remain at their posts.”® On 13 November, a proclamation by the
Council of People’s Commissioners laid down that the Bundesrat, the legislative
second chamber of the Imperial Constitution, that of the princes, would
continue to ‘be authorised to exercise without change in the future the functions
laid upon it according to the laws and decrees of the Reich’.> All the
administrative personnel, the whole body of high functionaries selected under
the Imperial régime, remained in place.

Under the authority of the People’s Commissars and, theoretically, the
control of the elected members of the Executive of the Councils, with the
representatives of the two Social-Democratic Parties, the bourgeois ministers
retained their portfolios; General von Schetich remained at the War Ministry,
Dr Solf at Foreign Affairs, Schiffer, of the Centre, at the Ministry of Finance,
and the Democrat Hugo Preuss as Secretary of State for the Interior.”® Between
the 9th and the 10th, Ebert had placed his own men in key posts at the top
of the administration. His friend Baake was head of the Chancellery. The
councillor Simons was put in charge of inspecting the mail so that the
Chancellor would receive whatever post seemed important to him, even if it

related to the sphere of reponsibility of another People’s Commissar.>
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The economic power of the bourgeoisie remained intact. To be sure, on 12
November, the first proclamation of the people’s Commissars, established
the foundation of the new régime including an amnesty for political offences,
lifting of the state of siege and censorship, permitting freedom of opinion
and the right of women to vote, and allowing for right to vote at the age of
twenty. It also took a number of important measures dealing with the regulation
and protection of work, a pledge to limit the working day to eight hours, the
extension of the system of social insurance, the introduction of unemployment
pay, and schemes to build workers” housing.” But these were no more than
measures to preserve the existing society and to protect property, adopted in
the fear which the workers” movement inspired amongst the bourgeoisie.
This was so much the case that on 15 November, the most responsible
representatives of the employers, Hugo Stinnes, Vogler, Hugenberg, Rathenau
and Siemens, signed an agreement with the trade unions to form ‘a community
of labour’, accepting all the demands which they had obstinately rejected
until then, namely, an eight-hour day without loss of pay, the fixing of
working conditions by collective agreement, the recognition of trade-union
representatives in workplaces and an end to company unions, the election of
committees in all enterprises employing more than fifty people to supervise
the application of collective agreements, and the introduction, at all levels,
of parity commissions for arbitration.>

A bourgeois commentator was to say that the agreement had one great
merit: ‘It forms a strong bulwark against any attempt to overthrow our
social system by violence.”” A Socialisation Commission was created, with
representatives of all the parties, trade unions and employers’ organisations.™
Nothing came of it, except, for the bourgeoisie, the gain of a useful period
of time.

Defence of the property of the big capitalists was not a popular slogan,
and the socialists had to defend the capitalist régime by talking about
‘socialisation’. They also defended it by appealing to ‘press freedom’ to protect

the big newspaper firms against the revolutionary workers, as in the case of

% Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., pp. 365-6.

% Text in ibid., pp. 393-6.

7 Leibrock, Die Volkwirtschaftliche Bedeutung der deutschen Arbeitergeberverbinde,
p- 65, cited by Badia, op. cit., p. 114.

% Drabkin, op. cit., p. 313, who had access to the archives of the Commission, lists
its members as Kautsky, Hilferding, Cunow, the trade-union leaders Hué and Umbreit,
some academics and the electricity boss Walter Rathenau.
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the Berliner Lokalanzeiger when the Spartacists seized it. The capitalists were
able to utilise freely their buildings, their plant and their capital not merely
to present their political programme, but to prepare psychologically and
materially for the civil war which they felt to be inevitable.

In this way the initiative of Eduard Stadtler, a former prisoner of war in
Russia, to create an ‘anti-Bolshevik centre’, was to be supported with large
sums of money, part of which was supplied by Helfferich, the head of the
Deutsche Bank, for printing in hundreds of thousands of copies leaflets and
pamphlets which often were real incitements to murder against the Spartacists,
‘the Bolshevik terror’, chaos, the Jews, and ‘Bloody Rosa’.”” The ‘General
Secretariat’ which Stadtler founded served as cover for an even more effective
body, the Anti-Bolshevik League, which organised its own intelligence service,
and set up, in its founder’s words, an ‘active anti-communist counter-espionage
organisation’.®

After November the propagation of news remained in the hands of anti-
working-class forces, thanks to the slogan of ‘freedom of the press” which
was orchestrated by the Social Democrats and the forces which supported
them. Whilst such newspapers as Vossische Zeitung, Berliner Tageblatt, Kreuz-
Zeitung and others continued to appear, supported by considerable funds,
the workers’ revolutionary organisations, which could count only on the
contributions of working people, and thus were forced into silence or to
presenting their viewpoint, with very inadequate resources, against the
crushing weight of the coalition. The ‘free press’ even censored, with the
government’s agreement, the proclamations and resolutions of the Berlin
Executive of the Councils. The press agencies likewise remained in private
hands, and Ebert appointed his own son to head the semi-official government
agency.®® We can understand how, under these conditions, nearly the entire
press, and certainly all of those publications which claimed to present news’,
could from mid-November not merely support the government in calling for
the Constitutional Assembly, but could also orchestrate a systematic campaign
to discredit the workers” and soldiers” councils.

% Drabkin (ibid., p. 482) mentions in particular the series of pamphlets Antispartakus;
between 10,000 and 100,000 of each of these were published.

8 Ibid., p. 482. Drabkin points out the use by Stadtler of the term ‘national socialism’
amongst his objectives.

61 Kolb, op. cit., p. 183.
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The Berlin Executive Committee

During the first month of the Revolution, the Council of People’s Commissars,
which had been put into power by the councils in November, engaged in a
bitter struggle for influence against the Berlin council of workers and soldiers,
familiarly known as the Executive [Vollzugsrat]. A recent historian has stressed
the paradox which meant that this organ, which was the product of the defeat
of the revolutionaries under the pressure of the soldiers in the Busch Circus
and had a majority of socialists from Ebert’s party, became during the weeks
that followed the expression of the revolutionaries’ efforts to consolidate the
rule of the councils, and to counterpose the beginning of a radical orientation
to the pro-bourgeois approach of the People’s Commissars.*

The Executive Council met in surroundings totally different from those of
the Council of Commissars. Whilst the members of the latter were installed
in the ministries, where, despite gestures of resistance from some, they were
quickly assimilated by the officials and procedures of the administration, the
Executive Council was installed in the building of the Prussian Landtag, in
the heart of the Revolution. It was continually subject to the pressures of the
street, ‘to what the Revolution wrote on the walls’, to recall the expression
of its chairman Richard Miiller.®® It expressed at the same time the ambition
of its most active members, the nucleus of the revolutionary delegates, to
make it the ‘Petrograd Soviet” of the German Revolution.** It also reflected
the confidence of the working people of Berlin, who appealed to it at every
turn, because they regarded it as belonging to them. The atmosphere there
was so revolutionary that the most moderate of Social Democrats were often
persuaded by their colleagues or by workers” delegations to go much further
than they wished.®

The Executive Council was initially formed of a majority of SPD members
and sympathisers. ‘Parity’ only applied to the people whom the soldiers

2 H.E. Friedlander, ‘Conflict of Revolutionary Authority: Provisional Government
Berlin Soviet, November—December 1918, International Review of Social History, Volume
7,1n0. 2,1962, pp. 163-76. There is another comprehensive study, by the Soviet historian
S.I. Lenzner, ‘Ispolnitelnii Komitet Berlinskikh Rabochikh I Soldatchikh Sovetov (10
noyabrya-16 dekabriya 1918g)" in Noyabrzskaya Revoliutsiia v Germanii, op. cit., pp.
98-139.

6 Allgemeine Kongress der Arbeiter- und Soldaten-Rite Deutschlands, vom 16 bis 21
Dezember im Abgeordnetenhause zu Berlin, Stenographischer Bericht, Berlin, n.d. (1919),
column 149.

¢ H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 104.

% Friedlander, op. cit., p. 173.
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elected. But unreliable elected members were replaced fairly soon by reliable
activists. The nucleus remained stable after 13 November.® The Chairmen
were Richard Miiller — a concession to the Berlin workers — and, for the
soldiers, Brutus Molkenbuhr, who after two days replaced the first Chairman,
Captain Von Beerfelde.” The leaders of the Social-Democratic fraction were
one of the soldiers” delegates, Max Cohen-Reuss, a later arrival, and Hermann
Miiller, who sat as a ‘workers’ delegate’.®® The leaders of the revolutionary
fraction were Ledebour and Daumig, and behind them were the nucleus of
the revolutionary delegates who led the strikes in 1917-18, people such as
Eckert, Neuendorff and Wegmann. Around them were the revolutionary
engineering workers whom the Berlin working class knew, and who were
now undertaking a whole range of responsibilities, including Paul Scholze,
who chaired the meetings of the group of delegates, Nowakowski, Paul
Neumann, Heinrich Malzahn and Max Urich, who managed the secretariat
of the council.” The Social Democrats were Party full-timers or trade-union
officials, such as Gustav Heller and Oskar Rusch, the latter of whom was to
move quickly to the left and join the USPD.

The soldiers” delegates were different. Apart from Hans Paasche, an
interesting young bourgeois figure, son of a National Liberal businessman
elected President of the Reichstag, who became a revolutionary by way of
pacifism,” they politically followed Social Democracy. They were barely
politicised, and some were frank careerists who took advantage of the
situation, found jobs in the ministries for their girlfriends or pals on the
pretext of exercising ‘control’, and obstructed all serious work through their
irresponsibility.” There were real adventurers like Colin Ross, Ebert and Wels’s
agent in the soldiers” councils, who was to be thrown out in December for
his contacts with monarchists, and was later to become an adviser to Hitler

on geopolitics.”? Otto Strobel was the author of an anti-Semitic article, signed

% The USPD’s workers” delegates were Barth, Ledebour, Ddaumig, Eckert, Neuendorf,
Wegmann and Richard Miiller; the SPD’s workers” delegates were Hermann Miiller,
Buchel, Hirt, Heller, Julich, Maynz and Oskar Rusch. The soldiers” delegates were von
Beerfelde, Molkenbuhr, Gerhardt, Paasche. Waltz, Bergmann, Portner, Strobel, Lidtke,
Hertel, Lemper, Koller, Eckmann and Guntzel (Lenzner, op. cit., p. 101).

¢ H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 92. It was said that Von Beerfelde wanted to arrest the
Minister for War.

% Ibid., p. 91.

% Brandt and Lowenthal, op. cit., p. 120.

" H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 99.

7 Ibid., pp. 92-3, 97-8; R. Miiller, Volume 2, op. cit., pp. 53, 154-6.

H. Miiller, op. cit., pp. 96-7. Rudolf Coper says that Colin Ross was ‘a high-class
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not merely with his name but with his title as a council member, which
appeared in a reactionary daily newspaper.” Lieutenant Waltz had perhaps
dreamed (as Hermann Miiller suggests) of becoming ‘Marshal of the German
Revolution’, but was discovered at the end of November to have become an
informer when he was arrested on 8 November, and to have supplied the
police with the plan of the insurrection and thus the means to arrest Ddumig.”

The incidents which these individual cases provoked took up hours of
precious time in the Executive Council. Waltz, whom Richard Miiller expelled
without any formal procedure, had the impudence to protest and to plead
extenuating circumstances. He admitted before the soldiers’ council to being
guilty of nothing more than ‘stupidities’, and managed in this way to group
in his support a minority which imposed two nights” sessions of discussion
on the delegates from the councils of the garrison.”

Despite its good intentions and despite enjoying the confidence of the
Berlin workers, the Executive Council was unable to organise its own work
or even to create its own apparatus. It claimed simultaneously to supervise
and control the cabinet of the Reich and the Prussian government, to give
political leadership to the Berlin councils, to act as a centre for the 10,000
councils in the country, to settle labour problems, and to provide a revolutionary
orientation on affairs in general. It quickly sank into disorder, a state of affairs
which was maintained by the hostility of the government and the state
bureaucracy, as well as sabotage by the administration, which made all kinds
of demands upon it whilst starving it of resources. Its discussions were
constantly interrupted by delegations. It was buried in correspondence which
the Chairmen spent their time signing without having read.” It was unable
to establish priorities in respect of the vast number of tasks facing it, and it
did not listen to the stern warning of Hermann Miiller: ‘An organism which
has the ambition to go down in history on the same level as the Committee
of Public Safety in the great French Revolution must take care not to become

a section of the labour department.””

spy’, ‘welcome in all sections of society” (Failure of a Revolution, Cambridge, 1954,
. 114).
P 7 H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 97; the article, entitled ‘An das deutsche Volk vom Gelehrten
bis zum Arbeiter’, appeared in Deutsche Tageszeitung on 13 December 1918.
™ H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 93.
> Ibid., pp. 93-7; Freiheit, 29 November 1918; Vorwirts, 29 November 1918; Die Rote
Fahne, 30 November 1918.
76 Friedlander, op. cit., p. 174.
7 H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 111.
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The conflict of powers

As soon as it began its work in the evening of 10 November, the Executive
Council adopted, on the motion of Eckert, a proclamation addressed to ‘the
working people”: ‘“The old Germany is no more. . .. Germany has become a
socialist republic. The holders of political power are the workers” and soldiers’
councils.””®

The government which was elected on the same day had the task of
concluding the armistice. The other tasks were the socialist transformation
of the economy and the restoration of peace by way of unity of the working
people. The proclamation hailed the example which the working people of
Russia had given, and pointed out that the revolutionary régime could not
reconstruct in a day what years of war had destroyed, but that it was the
only power which could carry out the necessary reconstruction. It did not
say a word about the possibility of calling a national assembly.

Vorwirts did not publish the Executive’s proclamation. But the gov-
ernmental programme mentioned the method of voting for the National
Assembly. Two successive articles by Stampfer pointed in the same direction:
the government must come from ‘the whole people’, and not from the workers
and soldiers alone.” The differences sharpened because, on 11 November, the
Executive published a decree in which it defined its own powers: ‘All the
communal and regional authorities of the Reich and the military authorities
continue to function. All orders which come from these authorities will be
regarded as being in the name of the Executive Council.”® This was an attack
on the powers of the Council of the People’s Commissars and at the same
time an involuntary support to the attempts to salvage the state apparatus,
which was to cover itself with the authority of the Executive of the Councils,
in order first to survive and then to retaliate.

The question, amongst others, was to find out whether the Executive would
be able to organise any coercive forces. On 12 November, Ddumig proposed
that a red guard be created;® the motion was carried by twenty-one votes to
one, with the Majority Social Democrats voting in favour. The next day’s
papers carried an appeal from the Executive which was a first move to put

the proposal into practice: “We need your help. Two thousand working-class

8 Vossische Zeitung, 11 November 1918.
7 Vorwiirts, 13 and 14 November 1918.
80 Vossische Zeitung, 12 November 1918.
81 H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 128; R. Miiller, Volume 2, op. cit., pp. 82ff.
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comrades, mature socialists, politically organised and with military training,
must take on the protection of the Revolution.”®

Applicants were invited to present themselves at the trade-union
headquarters that very day. But they were not to be enlisted. The opposition
on the Right immediately objected, through the voice of Colin Ross. A meeting
of delegates of soldiers’ councils, in the barracks of the Alexandra Guards
regiment, rejected the Social Democrat Rusch, who supported the suggestion
of forming a red guard in the name of defending the Revolution. The soldiers
saw the proposal to arm civilians as a gesture of hostility towards them.
The representative of the Fusilier Guards regiment declared that soldiers did
not support any party, because they belonged to the fatherland. The meeting
turned down the proposal to create a red guard.* In a communiqué published
at two o’clock in the morning, the Executive declared that it took note that
the troops in Berlin, while declaring their allegiance to the Socialist Republic,
at the same time opposed the creation of a red guard; accordingly, it
‘provisionally” gave up the proposal.®

The defeat of the Executive on this central question, and its prompt retreat,
encouraged its enemies, who pressed their advantage home. Late in the
afternoon of 14 November a meeting of soldiers was arranged at the Reichstag
to discuss this question. Ebert spoke, declaring that there could be no question
of forming a red guard; the decision of the Executive would be final: “Workers
and soldiers, civil servants and bourgeois, are all behind the government. We
have nothing to fear.”® Wels followed him and, as the new military commander
of the city, appealed for discipline. To the soldiers who raised the problem
of pay, the representatives of the government replied they must take this
problem to the Executive Committee. The meeting confirmed the opposition
of the soldiers” councils to the idea of a red guard, and condemned the
Executive for having ‘exceeded its powers’ by proposing one in the first place.

On 16 November, the problem of security and public order was raised this
time by the governmental bodies. Barth brought it into the Cabinet council,
and it was discussed that afternoon by Ebert, Barth, representatives of the
Executive, and the ministers concerned. Barth declared that it was necessary
within a week to recruit 10,000 men, 3,000 for Eichhorn’s security force, 3,000

82 Deutsche Tageszeitung, 13 November 1918.

8 8 Uhr-Abendblatt, 13 November 1918; Coper, op. cit. p. 114.
* Vossische Zeitung, 14 November 1918.
5 Berliner Lokalanzeiger, 15 November 1918.
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to be at the disposal of the city commandant, and 4,000 to guard the railway
stations and sort out the demobilised soldiers.®® Next day, Wels announced
the formation of a ‘republican defence force’, to consist of between 13,000
and 15,000 men, and to be recruited by calling for volunteers.*” Volunteers
flowed in, and so did donations from bourgeois circles, to finance this force
for the purpose of maintaining order.®® The Executive suffered a double defeat:
the government had organised to its own advantage the armed force which
it had refused to let the Executive organise, and it had struck a powerful
blow at the prestige of the latter. In the following days, Eichhorn was to
appeal in vain for his forces to be increased. In the end, after several weeks
the recruits came, as Wegmaun had suggested, from lists prepared on 13
November for the red guard;* by this time Wels’s forces were by far the
larger.

On 16 November, Ddumig renewed the battle in the Executive on the
problem of political perspectives. He said that the Revolution had destroyed
the old system of government, but that it had not built up any other, and
he called for clear measures and a decisive choice between a ‘bourgeois-
democratic’ and a ‘socialist” republic. He protested against the activity of
the government, which tended to escape from the control of the Executive,
appointing Secretaries and Under-Secretaries of State, and issuing proclamations;
and he demanded legislative and executive power for the Executive elected
by the councils. He moved a resolution which condemned ‘the efforts of the
German bourgeoisie to convene as quickly as possible a constituent assembly”
as a means ‘to rob the working people of the fruits of the Revolution’, and
proposed that a Central Council representing the entire Reich be convened
at once ‘to study a new constitution from the standpoint of proletarian
democracy’. He warned the Executive that if it supported the governmental
project of calling a constituent assembly, it would be signing its own death-
warrant and that of the councils.”

Dédumig’s motion was immediately and energetically opposed by Ross
and Hermann Miiller. The latter said that Ddumig’s point of view was ‘anti-

democratic’, because it aimed at building up a ‘class dictatorship of the

8 Drabkin, op. cit., p. 233.

87 Ibid.; Vorwirts, 18 November 1918; Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2,
op. cit., p. 415.

8 Drabkin, op. cit., p. 233.

% Ibid., p. 234.
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proletariat against the majority of the people’. He put it clearly: “We cannot
here go towards such a dictatorship as exists in Russia’,”! and moved an
amendment which stressed the provisional character of the existence of the
councils: it stressed that the quicker the Constituent Assembly was convened,
the sooner there would be a socialist majority at the head of the nation.
These arguments failed to convince every member of his own party. Ddumig’s
motion was just defeated by twelve votes to ten, with the soldiers’ delegate
Hans Paasch and the two Social-Democratic workers” delegates, Biichel and
Julich, voting for it.”> Hermann Miiller then accepted Ddumig’s motion in his
own name, with an addition about the future constitution which the Central
Council would adopt: “This constitution will be submitted to a constituent
assembly convened by the Central Council.”*

After a confused discussion in which Barth changed his position, the text
of the new resolution was adopted by nine votes to seven.” The Executive
had opened the road to its own dissolution and that of the councils as organs
of power, whilst the likes of Richard Miiller, a supporter of power to the
councils, voted for their liquidation in the belief that a compromise was being
reached.” The Majority exploited the confusion immediately. On the same
day as this discussion took place, Landsberg declared in an interview that
the government had already reached a decision about convening the Constituent
Assembly.” On the following day, Vorwirts announced that the Cabinet had
already fixed the date of the elections as 2 February.” On 18 November, Freiheit
protested and denied the statement,” evidently on behalf of the USPD ministers,
but on the 19th the organ of the USPD had to admit that the question of the
Constituent Assembly had been discussed on the 17th and had been thoroughly
settled in principle, whilst it maintained that no date had yet been decided.”
Meanwhile, for two days already, the Social-Democratic press headed by
Vorwiirts had plunged deeply into the campaign for the early convocation of
the Constituent Assembly.

1 Cited in Drabkin, op. cit., p. 239.

% Cited in ibid., p. 240.

% H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 128.

% Cited in Drabkin, op. cit., p. 240.

% Ibid., p. 241.

% Vossische Zeitung, 16 November 1918.
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The Executive recognised the mistake which it had made on the 18th.
Richard Miiller was to speak later about a ‘confused” position which ‘made
it look ridiculous’.'™ The Executive tried to win back the lost ground by
turning towards those who had mandated it, the delegates of the workers’
and soldiers’ councils who had appointed it on 10 November. It recalled them
to the Busch Circus for the 18th.

Addressing this assembly, Richard Miiller presented a report on the activity
of the Executive. He did his best to present the resolution of 16 November
by placing the emphasis on the role of the councils and the dangers which

too early a calling of the Constituent Assembly could involve:

If we now convene the Constituent Assembly, that would be the death
sentence for the workers” and soldiers” councils. They would eliminate
themselves. That they must not do. We must ensure our own rule, if necessary
by force. Whoever supports the National Assembly forces the struggle upon
us. I say this clearly: I have risked my life for the Revolution, and I am
ready to do it again. The National Assembly is the road to the rule of the
bourgeoisie, the road to conflict. That road goes over my dead body. When
I say that, I know that some of the members of the Executive agree with
me, as well as all the working people who took part in preparing the
Revolution, and I do not doubt that I have a majority of working people at

my side.!™

Herman Miiller intervened in a reassuring spirit: the Majority Social Democrats
also wanted a social republic, but the question could not be settled in a
meeting like this one, because neither of the two workers’ parties had rejected
the principle of convening the Constituent Assembly. This did not frighten
him, he had confidence in the German people and in the will which it would
express when it voted.'”” Haase said that the conquests of the Revolution had
nothing to fear from universal suffrage in a country in which the workers
formed the majority; alluding to Russia, he warned his hearers to be on guard

against ‘false” conceptions resulting from ‘foreign examples’.!”® Kaliski, a Social

100 R. Miiller, op. cit., Volume 2, p. 83.
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Democrat, said that a revolution without democracy would open the way to
another war.'*

Ledebour replied that the working class today held the power, and should
not run the slightest risk of losing it. He opposed the idea that real democracy
could exist under a capitalist system, it was necessary to begin by breaking
down the foundations of capitalism.'®

Liebknecht energetically defended himself against his adversaries” charge
that he was an enemy of ‘unity’. He was for unity and clarity. In reply to the
question, ‘What are we to do?’, he called upon all who wanted to carry the
Revolution forward, to construct socialism, to unite, because the powerful
armed counter-revolution was on the march. He appealed to working people
to defend their power, to be aware that ‘traitors” were at work amongst them,
and never to forget that the emancipation of their class could result only from
their own activity. He was especially applauded when he insisted on the need
for clear positions, a thinly-veiled criticism of the confusion in the Executive.'®

A certain number of delegates intervened to attack Richard Miiller’s report
on activity from another angle. On 15 November, Miiller and Molkenbuhr,
as joint presidents, had signed a declaration in which they entrusted to the
trade-union organisations the representation of the economic interests of the
workers.'”” That same day, the local trade-union commission in Berlin, led by
the Majority Social Democrat Korsten, decided that the action committees in
the workplaces should all be wound up and re-elected.'® This initiative
favoured the employers, who were struggling against the efforts of the workers’
committees to exert over their activities a control which neither they nor the
trade-union leaders liked.'” Several factory delegates criticised the Executive
for having in this way handed over the monopoly of representing the working
people to the very people who ‘for four years had betrayed them’."® Richard
Miiller had to promise to review the question.™

His reply in concluding the debate was entirely centred on the criticisms
from the Left:
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Whilst I sit on the Executive, I shall fight for the Constituent National
Assembly to come only when there is no more danger to the conquests of
the Revolution. . .. You know what we want in the Executive, and we shall
be watchful that the conquests of the Revolution are not lost. When comrade
Haase declared that the government must go forward ... you may be
confident that we, the Executive, will push it forward, and we know very

well how to push it, as very recent past events have shown."?

The resolution of 16 November was not put to the vote of the assembly, but
was referred back to the Executive with other documents. It was not even
published, because the government forbade the Wolff telegraphic agency to
make it known."® The Berliner Tageblatt reported on the assembly in the Busch
circus, and summed the problem up in this way: ‘Along with the question
of the Constituent Assembly, the question is posed — who governs in Germany?
Is the supreme authority in the hands of the government, or really in the
hands of the workers” and soldiers” councils?’*

The bourgeois and Social-Democratic press posed the problem in this way,
because the bourgeoisie was beginning to feel that it had the strength to settle
it in a way favourable to itself, that is, to the government. The Executive was
doomed to fight a disorderly defensive battle. It retreated step by step, and
it was driven day by day from its positions. On 18 November, there was a
joint meeting of the two Councils at the chancellery."> Ebert made an immediate
attack on the demands of the Executive and its encroachments on the authority
of the government, when it was only a Berlin organisation. This provoked
protests even from the Social-Democratic members of the Executive. Dittmann
proposed quickly electing a central all-Germany council."® Landsberg, a
supporter of the Majority, admitted that the Council of the People’s Commissars
and the Cabinet drew their authority from the Executive of the councils which
had appointed them, and could recall them, but he argued that it could not
permit any interference in the domain of executive power without in this

way forming a ‘counter-government’, which meant anarchy."”
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Déaumig protested against the ‘absolutist’ conception held by the defenders
of the authority of the Cabinet, and he demanded that the Executive be granted
powers of effective control.™® On the subject of the National Assembly, Ebert
denied that a date for it to meet had been fixed."” The USPD ministers did
their best to reach a compromise. In the end, a commission was appointed
to be responsible for laying down the limits of the authority of each body on
the basis of a stable agreement that the decisions of the Council of People’s
Commissars were immediately applicable, and that the Executive could
intervene only in the case of a disagreement.’ On 23 November, as a result
of the work of the commission, a declaration by the Executive laid down the
new constitutional order for the ‘initial transition period’. Power lay with the
workers” and soldiers” councils, the functions of which were being carried
out for the Reich by the Berlin Executive, until a Central Council for the whole
country was elected, and executive power was delegated to the Council of
the People’s Commissars.'!

On 23 November, the Executive accordingly enlarged itself by taking in
representatives of different regions and of the army. It now had twenty-five
additional members, mostly Majority Social Democrats, such as the young
Kurt Schumacher, who represented soldiers disabled in the war. But it also
drew in some revolutionaries, such as Karl Baier, a sailor from Cuxhaven,
and von Lojewski, a soldier from Spandau, whom Fritz Heckert from Saxony
was soon to join as a participant from time to time.'*

But the initiative came too late. The Social-Democratic and bourgeois press
already knew how to exploit against the Berlin Executive the ever-latent
hostility to the capital. It hinted that the Executive aspired to be a dictator,
and wanted to set itself against universal suffrage.'” The same themes that
had been used against the Paris Commune reappeared. The Executive came
under fire from every side.'* Its enemies said that the Entente did not recognise
it, and that to recognise its authority implied the risk of breaking the armistice.”

18 Tbid., p. 247.
19 Tbid.
120 Thid.
Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit. p. 459.
2 H. Miiller, op. cit., pp. 105-6.
123 Friedlander, op. cit., p. 168.
See Chapter 7 of Kolb, op. cit., ‘Die Diskreditierung der Arbeiterrdte durch die
Presse’.
125 Friedlander, op. cit., p. 168.
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The government press agency spoke of 800 million marks being spent on the
workers’ councils, and this became 1,800 million marks spent by the Executive.'
On the other hand, the press did not say a word about the report of the
treasurer, Max Maynz.'”

The all-German conference of regional prime ministers declared on 25
November for convening the National Assembly.”® The Council of People’s
Commissars, after much dealing between supporters of the Majority and
Independent socialists, fixed the date for elections to the Assembly as 16
February 1919, whilst the Executive decided, on 23 November, to convene
in Berlin for 16 December a meeting of delegates of councils from all parts
of the Reich.'® Preparation for this meeting coincided with a redoubled press
campaign against the Berlin Executive and its radical leaders. Vorwiirts raged
against ‘Corpse-Miiller’, the “‘walking corpse’, in allusion to his speech on 18
November. They attacked ‘Richard the First” and ‘the junkers on the other
side”.’*! Not surprisingly, the attempted putsch on 6 December by monarchist
elements, which was openly aimed at the executive, used the classical argument
of the anti-Semites when it called the Executive’s headquarters in the Prussian
Landtag a ‘synagogue’.'*

The Berlin Executive Council was already defeated before the congress of
the Councils met to elect a new Central Council and to settle finally the
question of the power of the councils. The Council of People’s Commissars
could permit itself to turn back at the frontiers the Russians whom it had
invited, Bukharin, Joffe, Rakovsky, Ignatov and Radek, representing the All-
Russia Congress of Soviets.’*® Luxemburg was to write, with her ferocious
pen, the epitaph of the Berlin Executive Council, this revolutionary organism
which she called “the sarcophagus of the revolution’, and ‘the fifth wheel of
the cart of the crypto-capitalist governmental clique’:

It is clear that it was in the Executive Council and in the workers” and

soldiers’ councils that the masses should have discovered their role. But

126 Tbid.; Kolb, op. cit., p. 191.

127 Friedlander, op. cit., p. 169.

128 Kolb, op. cit., p. 132.

129 Tbid., p. 133.

130 Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., pp. 462—4.

31 See in particular ‘Der lebende Leichnam’, Vorwiirts, 5 December; ‘Richard I
Wilhelms Ersatz’, Vorwirts, 18 December 1918.

132 R. Miiller, Volume 2, op. cit., pp. 157-8; H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 109.

135 Brandt and Lowenthal, op. cit., p. 112; Scheidemann, Der Zusammenbruch,
op. cit.,, p. 227.
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their organ, the organ of the proletarian revolution is reduced to a state of
total impotence. Power has slipped out of its hands, to pass into those of
the bourgeoisie. No organ of political power lets power escape of its own
free will, without having made some mistake. It is the passivity and the
indolence of the Executive Committee which has made possible the game

of Ebert and Scheidemann.!

This was a severe verdict, but no one was to contest it. The ‘Petrograd Soviet’
of the German Revolution was finally defeated. Its president, Richard Miiller,
was to bury it himself in his own way by calling it the ‘maid of all work” of
the Revolution.'®

The Congress of the Councils

The Congress of the Workers” and Soldiers” Councils revealed the size of the
political defeat which the revolutionaries had suffered in six weeks. A total
of 489 delegates took part, 405 sent by workers’ councils, and 84 by those of
soldiers.”® Out of the whole, there were only 179 factory and office workers.
There were 71 intellectuals and 164 “professionals’, journalists, deputies or
full-timers in parties or trade unions.”” Representatives of the apparatus
heavily outnumbered those representing factory workers. The Majority Social
Democrats had a clear majority, with 288 delegates against 90 Independents,
of whom only 10 were Spartacists. The best known of them were Heckert
and Leviné. There were also 11 ‘united revolutionaries’, around Laufenberg
from Hamburg, 25 democrats and 75 non-party.”*® Ebert’s proposals had a
majority in advance. On the day that it opened, Vorwirts, setting out the
perspective of calling the Constituent Assembly, took the liberty of waxing
ironic at the expense of the Spartacists, and asked whether they would, in
conformity with their policy of power to the councils, accept the decision of
the councils to surrender power.'”

134 Die Rote Fahne, 11 December 1918.

1% Cited in H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 111.

136 Allgemeiner Kongress, op. cit., pp. 198ft.; lllustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution,
op. cit.,, p. 249.

57 Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 250.

13 Tbid., pp. 249-50.

139 Vorwiirts, 16 December 1918; Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit.,
p. 621.
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Neither Karl Liebknecht nor Rosa Luxemburg were delegates. In Berlin,
eligibility was reserved to those whose names were on the lists of people
who worked in factories or in military units. The Presidium proposed that
they be invited in a consultative capacity, but this was immediately rejected
without discussion.!*® When the matter was raised some hours later by a
delegate from Wiirttemberg, it was rejected after sharp exchanges.*! Nothing
was left for the Spartacists but to try to influence the Congress from outside.
They had foreseen this, and had organised demonstrations and delegations
of demonstrators at the opening and in recesses.

In alliance with the revolutionary delegates, they organised a huge meeting
at the opening of the Congress, followed by a procession and the sending
of a delegation in the name of 250,000 Berlin workers who had gathered at
their summons. The revolutionary delegate Paul Weyer was admitted to the
Congress, and he read out the demands of the demonstrators: proclamation
of a united socialist republic, workers” and soldiers’ power, the exercise of
governmental power by an Executive elected by the Central Council, the
recall of Ebert’s Council of People’s Commissars, measures to purge and
disarm counter-revolutionaries, arming of the workers, and an appeal to the
workers of the whole world to construct their councils to carry out the tasks
of the world revolution.'*

But the Congress remained unmoved. The President of the session, Leinert,
declared that he had taken note of the demands, and would take account of
them in his decisions. Whilst the crowd of demonstrators made its way
through the streets of Berlin, Richard Miiller resumed his report which had
been interrupted by the arrival of the delegation. On 18 December, it was
also on the initiative of the Spartacists that a delegation of soldiers from
seventeen units was to come, under the leadership of Dorrenbach, to list
their demands about the army and discipline. This time the reception was
openly hostile, and the Majority threatened to leave the hall. There was to
be another demonstration on 18 December, this time of Berlin workers on
strike.!® But, despite the crowds which they could bring together, the Spartacists
and the revolutionary delegates did not succeed when they organised these
‘journées” — on the model of the French Revolution of which they perhaps

10 Allgemeiner Kongress, op. cit., Column 12.
141 Tbid., Columns 53-8.

142 Tbid., Columns 19ff.

143 Tbid., Columns 123ff., 144ff.
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were thinking — which could have influenced a hesitant or undecided assembly.
The stakes were down, and the First Congress of the Councils was to develop
more or less as Ebert and his friends had foreseen.

The only surprise in fact came over the difficult problem of the demands
of the soldiers, which their delegates, including the Social Democrats among
them, wanted to impose. Ebert had secretly undertaken to the General Staff
that he would not let these questions be mentioned in the Congress. The
adoption of the ‘seven Hamburg points” — themselves a compromise suggested
by the Social Democrat, Lamp’l — was to mark the starting-point for threats
directed at the government by the General Staff, and, in the long run, of the
great crisis of December, which the decomposition of the army during the
preceding weeks had opened.'*

For the rest, and in particular for the question of the nature of power, the
councils and the Constituent Assembly, the debates in the Congress took on
an academic, not to say parliamentary, character. Max Cohen-Reuss defended
the thesis of early convocation of the Constituent Assembly elected by universal
suffrage. According to him, this method of election would be a great victory
for socialism, because it had been unsuccessfully demanded in Germany since
well before the Erfurt Programme. The socialists needed it because they
needed an impregnable central power to oppose the strong bourgeoisie, and
a government resulting from free elections to oppose the Entente. Cohen had
no doubt about the outcome of the elections: it was because the Constituent
Assembly would have a socialist majority that its election would be the
shortest route to establishing the socialist régime in Germany.

The Social Democrats had decided to prevent their “pure, clear, good socialist
universe” from being ‘disfigured and sabotaged by Bolshevik distortions’.
According to Cohen, socialism would be brought about by a socialist
government elected by the whole people. When the councils had convened
the Constituent Assembly, they would bring their special mission to an end,
and could then take their natural place in social life by playing an important
role in production.**

Dédumig presented the counter-report. He emphasised that to adopt
Cohen’s text would mean the death sentence for the councils. He recalled
their appearance and development in Russia and then in Germany, and

14 See Chapter 12.
145 Allgemeiner Kongress, op. cit., Columns 209ff.
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declared that they were ‘the organisational form of the modern revolution’,
the proletarian form of democracy. The supporters of the Majority tried by
every means to destroy them, and presented them as a real bogey by equating
them with dictatorship. The Russian experience would not necessarily be
repeated in Germany, because in Germany, unlike rural Russia, the dictatorship
of the councils would obviously be that of the working-class majority. To
socialism from above, as recommended by Cohen, he counterposed socialism
from below, born out of workers” activity in the workplace. He ended by
declaring his faith in the system of councils which, according to him, would
sooner or later impose itself."*

There were no new arguments in the debate. The only controversial problem
was the date of the Constituent Assembly, which the Independents wanted
to postpone as long as they could, in order that the socialists would, as they
said, have more time ‘to enlighten the masses’ still in the grip of bourgeois
ideology. In the end, there were three different motions. One, from Geyer and
Laufenberg, proposed the date 16 March, and won 50 votes. Another, from
Ebert and Haase, resulting from a compromise in the Council of People’s
Commissars, won hardly more. The proposal of Max Cohen to fix the date
for 19 January was adopted by 400 votes to 50."” About half of the USPD
delegates followed Haase and voted for it, whilst some of the rest lined up
in opposition with Ledebour, Ddumig and others such as Richard Miiller. On
the following day, a motion by Ddumig which stated that the councils remained
the basis of supreme authority in legislative and executive matters, and that
a second congress would be needed before the adoption of a new constitution,
was defeated by 344 votes to 98.1%

The Congress of the Councils clearly declared that it opposed ‘conciliar
power’. Daumig could well call it ‘a suicide club’.'* Ebert’s Majority, after
having won a striking victory on the very territory of its opponents, crowned
it by passing Liindemann’s amendment, which turned to the advantage of
the People’s Commissars alone the authority which was devolved in principle
to the Central Council.”™ Learning from experience, Richard Miiller and
the other leaders of the revolutionary delegates succeeded in persuading

146 Tbid., Columns 226ff.

7 According to Tormin, op. cit., p. 99.
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the majority of the USPD delegates that they must henceforth boycott this
powerless Central Council.”! Soviet power could be no more than a bad joke
from the moment when it was embodied in people who described themselves
as its determined opponents.

Throughout Germany, the revolutionaries organised meetings and
demonstrations, and at their instigation resolutions were carried and protests
organised against the decision of the Congress of Councils. On 21 December
in Berlin, Pieck, Liebknecht, Duncker and Paul Scholze, representing the
revolutionary delegates, called for struggle against its decisions, and for an
implacable fight against the Ebert-Scheidemann government.'* The question,
however, was not posed, and still less solved, of whether the fight should
proceed in the long term through re-election of the councils and winning
a majority in them, or whether henceforward the revolutionaries must
pursue the struggle which had begun over a month earlier, against the
convocation of the Constituent Assembly, by going over the heads of the
existing councils — in other words, fighting in the immediate future for a
conciliar form of power which the councils themselves did not want.

This question was to dominate the political life of Germany up to the
elections. The differences which it provoked were to leave their mark on the
whole German Communist movement for a long time.

131 R. Miiller, Volume 2, op. cit., p. 223; Prager, op. cit., p. 185; Freiheit, 2 December
1918.
152 Reports in Die Rote Fahne, 22 December 1918.



Chapter Ten

The Cirisis in the Socialist Movement

The severe judgement which Rosa Luxemburg
pronounced on the activity of the Berlin Executive
Council leaves historians dissatisfied. It is impossible,
from the standpoint of the revolutionaries, to lay
full responsibility for the defeat on Richard Miiller
and his friends. The powerlessness of the radicals
in the Executive and the inability of this ‘organ of
political power’, as she called it, to go beyond purely
propagandist activity were not and could not have
been the fault of the elected members of the Berlin
councils alone. The same characteristics were to be
found in the work of the other revolutionary groups.
The weak representation of the supporters of conciliar
power even at the Congress of the Councils proved
that their indisputable early influence had declined,
and that, in this decisive period, they were unable
to reach the heart of the mass movement.

The Spartacus League in the USPD

The problem was not a new one for the Spartacists.
We remember the political struggle which Luxemburg
waged in 1916 against the members of her group
who wanted to bring an independent organisation
into existence, and her efforts to prevent the formation
of what she called, in advance, a “sect’, cut off from
the broad masses organised in the SPD. We recall
that in 1917, the revolutionaries adopted different
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attitudes towards the USPD. Most of the Spartacists joined the new party,
despite the resistance of the Wiirttembergers, but the left radicals in Bremen,
Hamburg and Berlin refused.

On the eve of the Revolution, in the summer of 1918, these differences
seemed to have been toned down. Many activists regarded entering the USPD
as less positive since Kautsky, the theoretician of the party, took his stand for
‘democracy’ and against ‘Bolshevism’. We have seen how Franz Mehring
wrote that this entry had been a mistake, and, with the return of Paul Levi,
who had been won to Bolshevism in Switzerland and was close to the Bremen
activists, the perspectives for founding an independent revolutionary party
became clearer. The joint conference in October seemed to foreshadow a fusion
which would take place after the break which now seemed inevitable between
the Spartacus League and the USPD.

However, events did not fulfil this expectation. When Liebknecht was
freed, he agreed to appear as a standard-bearer for the Independents, and to
take part in the meetings of its Executive. The reason for his attitude is simple:
he believed that the Spartacists did not have the means to intervene in industry
— the territory on which the decisive battle was being fought. This was why
he and Pieck chose to integrate themselves into the nucleus which formed
the real leadership of the Berlin working class, the revolutionary delegates,
the majority of whom were members of the USPD. Liebknecht saw activists
such as Wegmann, Eckert, Neuendorff and Nowakowski, rather than Daumig
and Richard Miiller, as the people through whom he could reach the masses.
The sympathy of these men for the Russian Revolution and the revolutionary
programme was well known.

On 10 November, a group of armed Spartacists, bearing an order from the
Berlin Executive of the Councils signed by Richard Miiller and von Beerfelde,
and led by Hermann Duncker, took possession of the printing works of the
big daily newspaper, Berliner Lokalanzeiger.! Luxemburg, who arrived in Berlin
shortly afterwards, sharply criticised this initiative of theirs, publishing a
daily for which they did not have the resources, and with an orientation with
which she disagreed.” On the evening of 11 November, at the Hotel Excelsior,

! See on this episode ‘Protestschreiben der Vereinigung Grossstadtischer
Zeitungsverleger vom 15 November 1918 gegen die Drucklegung der Roten Fahne in
der druckerei des Berliner Lokal-Anzeigers’, Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2,
op. cit., pp. 389-92.

2 Frolich, op. cit., p. 264.
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the leading Spartacists in Berlin improvised a conference and sketched out
a programme.’ Jogiches’ letter to Thalheimer* provides an idea of their
analysis. They believed that the revolution was still just a soldiers” mutiny.
Undertaken by soldiers who were tired of military service, it was based on
their demands, it had essentially been led by soldiers, and the social aspects
had been relegated to second place. To be sure, it was useful that it had helped
to break the spearhead of the counter-revolution within the army, but the
counter-revolution still enjoyed in the ‘governmental socialists” an asset all
the more important in that they retained the confidence of a not inconsiderable
section of the working class.

The role of the revolutionaries, as they saw it, was to enlighten the
masses through agitation and propaganda. It was to help the masses to go
systematically through the experience of the real role of the Social Democrats
by pushing them forward in struggles — especially strikes — of an economic
character on such burning questions as food rationing, unemployment and
‘the real economic chaos which necessarily follows the war’. Any collaboration
with the Majority Social Democrats would only make the experience of the
masses more difficult: ‘In a word, historically speaking, the moment when
we take the lead is not at the beginning, but at the end of the revolution.”

This analysis was the basis on which Luxemburg defended her viewpoint,
according to which the Spartacists should stay as long as possible in the
USPD, in order in the first instance to gain support and recruit members, but
with the longer-term aim of winning the majority. Her opinion prevailed, and
the group, which had become the Spartacus League, remained a propaganda
group within the USPD.

Nonetheless, the group started to build an organisation and devised a
plan of work.® A central leadership, the Zentrale, was appointed, including
Liebknecht, Luxemburg, Mehring, Jogiches, Ernst Meyer, Hermann and Kathe
Duncker, Wilhelm Pieck, Paul Levi, Paul Lange, plus Thalheimer who was
to return from Stuttgart, and Eberlein” who was called back from Danzig.

% 1918, Erinnerungen von Veteranen, op. cit., p. 21; Vorwirts und nicht vergessen, op. cit.,
p- 49. According to Drabkin (op. cit., p. 197) those present were Eberlein, Lange, Levi,
Mehring, Meyer and Thalheimer.

* Reproduced by ].S. Drabkin in Noiabrskaia Revoliutsiia v Germanii, Moscow, 1960,
pp- 377-8.

5 Ibid., p. 378.

¢ Vorwdrts und nicht vergessen, op. cit., pp. 51-2.

7 Ibid., p. 52.
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Liebknecht, Luxemburg, Thalheimer, Levi and Lange, reinforced by Fritz
Riick, who had also to be brought from Stuttgart, found themselves charged
with producing Die Rote Fahne. Jogiches saw to questions of organisation,
Eberlein to finance, and Pieck to building the League in Berlin. The Dunckers
received the responsibility of work amongst the youth, Karl Schulz was to
organise propaganda amongst the soldiers, and, finally, Ernst Meyer took
control of a press bureau.? In the project which Luxemburg outlined, plans
were made to produce a whole series of publications, a theoretical journal,
specialised periodicals for youth and women, an agitational sheet for soldiers,
and a press correspondence bulletin.’

None of this was to be achieved by the intended dates. In the days which
followed, the forces of the group were fully engaged in the battle to defend
the daily Die Rote Fahne. The owners of the Lokalanzeiger took legal action,
the Berlin Executive retreated, von Beerfelde resigned, and the Spartacists
had to surrender the print works.!” Die Rote Fahne only reappeared on 18
November, and was produced by an expensive firm of printers. Printing and
selling ‘agitation cards” at 50 pfennigs each" — there were no subscriptions —
could not bring in the necessary resources. During the first week of the
workers’ and soldiers’ councils in the country, there was no large-scale
Spartacist propaganda work. However, Liebknecht was to express the opinion
of the Zentrale on the scale of the task which awaited the revolutionaries,
when he wrote on 20 November on the subject of the councils:

The working people who are elected are often only imperfectly enlightened,
have only weak class consciousness, and are even hesitant, irresolute, lacking
in energy, so that they [the councils] have hardly any revolutionary character,
or that their political struggle against the agents of the old régime is hardly

visible.'?

Masses and party

The process by which large masses of people change direction in a revolutionary
period is a complex one, and, in particular, does not develop in a straight

8 Weber, op. cit., p. 29.

* Vorwirts und nicht vergessen, op. cit., pp. 52-3.

10 Ibid., p. 50. See also Berliner Lokalanzeiger, 15 November 1918; Kolnische Zeitung,
17 November 1918; and Die Rote Fahne, 18 November 1918.

1 Weber, op. cit., p. 30.

12 Dije Rote Fahne, 20 November 1918.
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line, when these masses are constantly being increased by hundreds of
thousands of individuals who are awakening to political life. Their experience,
which sometimes is concentrated in only a few weeks, demands that the
political organisations which hope to take advantage of them have quick
reflexes and especially great clarity of analysis. In Germany in 1918, the
positions of the workers’ parties and of the competing currents within them
contributed rather to increasing the confusion.

In principle, two workers” political organisations claiming to be socialist
offered themselves to the German working people in November and December
— the old SPD, which people still called the Majority, even in places where it
no longer had the majority, and the USPD. Both were in government, both
were on the Executive Council, both claimed to be both for socialism and for
the November Revolution which had carried them to power. The differences
between them were not striking at first glance; nearly all the decisions of the
Cabinet were taken unanimously, and Freiheit used language very close to
that of Vorwirts, a few nuances excepted.

But the situation became complicated as soon as one was no longer satisfied
with official declarations, and examined the real differences within these
parties, and above all the differences of behaviour in practice between some
of their representatives and others. Within the USPD there was, in the first
place, the Spartacus League, which had its own daily paper and its own
policy. On 10 November, the refusal of Liebknecht to join the Ebert-
Scheidemann-Haase government made the Spartacus League a third leadership,
or at least a formal opposition to the line which the other two were following.
In reality, there were more tendencies than that. In the SPD, by the side of
the authentic right wing of Ebert and Scheidemann, who were actually allied
to the General Staff, and were consciously fighting to liquidate the councils,
for a bourgeois republic to be set up and an alliance against Bolshevism with
the Entente, we must distinguish a left wing, unorganised but made up of
many members for whom such an alliance, had they heard about it, would
be inconceivable, and who honestly believed in the pacifist socialist perspectives
which people like Cohen-Reuss developed. This ‘Left” was to reveal itself
more vigorously during the following weeks in the hostility which many
members and even leaders displayed to an even more markedly right-wing

policy, namely the cooperation between Noske and the Free Corps.*

13 See Chapter 12.
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Within the USPD, the ‘Right” consisted essentially of the leading nucleus
of which Haase and Dittmann were the spokesmen, and which was actually
very close to the Social-Democratic ‘Left’. It really desired a parliamentary
democracy, but dreamt of reconciling it with the institutionalised existence
of workers’ councils, which would have “a share’ of the power. Like the Social-
Democratic Left, it provided a cover for the policy of Ebert and of the Right,
whilst from time to time it distanced itself from them and sharply attacked
them, at least verbally, on points of detail such as the date of the elections or
their relations with the General Staff. The Left of the Independents, which
included Daumig, Ledebour and the circle of revolutionary delegates round
Richard Miiller, did not, of course, have the same intransigent attitude to the
Council of People’s Commissars or the Berlin Executive as Liebknecht did,
but it upheld the prewar radical revolutionary positions, and added to them
the demand for conciliar power as a concrete perspective, which clearly put
them in the camp of unconditional supporters of the Russian Revolution and
its adherents.

The leaders of the Spartacus League agreed with the Left of the Independents
on a bitter struggle against the Right in the Party, for strengthening the power
of the councils, and against the perspective of convening the National Assembly.
But they were not so committed to political work in the traditional trade
unions, on which, moreover, many activitists, were now turning their backs.
Finally, whilst they intended to take part in elections when there were called,
they did not have the support of the majority of the members of the League
on this point. In fact, the tendency which Arthur Rosenberg calls ‘the utopian
current’ revealed itself in the ranks of the Spartacus League as it did in the
ranks of the revolutionary organisations attached to the IKD. We prefer to
call ‘an ultra-left tendency’ those who totally rejected any common work
with the ‘social traitors’” and their accomplices — a very wide conception —
and who thought that political power would come via the barrels of the rifles
in the hands of the armed working people within the following few weeks
at the most.

We may agree with Arthur Rosenberg in regretting that the German workers’
movement could not break quickly enough from the organisational forms
and tendencies inherited from the War, nor restructure itself along the lines
of the real differences. Perhaps the ‘democratic’ wing of Haase and Dittmann
could have acted as an effective counterweight to the right wing around Ebert

in a reformist Social-Democratic Party. Perhaps ‘revolutionary social democracy’,
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ranging from Ledebour through Liebknecht to the leftists, could have
coordinated at least to some extent the efforts of organisation and the struggles
of the supporters of conciliar power. But the fact is that the revolutionary
elements were not able to being about this clarification whilst there was
still time.

In any case, immediately after the November Revolution, an important
section of those who had formed the workers” vanguard had turned their
backs on the old party. The organising cadres of the class had often turned
to the USPD. In many large industrial centres, it was true that this party
exerted the principal influence on the workers in large factories. The bitterness
which resulted from the political disputes during the War, the memory of the
SPD’s policy of supporting the General Staff against its own opposition — for
example, the seizure of Vorwirts — ruled out for these workers the reunification
which their leaders were increasingly desiring (even if they dared not formulate
it openly), confronted as they were with the prospect of a soviet-style revolution
which they did not want. The great majority of the working-class cadres
found themselves, so to speak, trapped in Haase’s party, the policy of which
did not differ substantially from Ebert’s, but which at the same time at least
formally was the party of Liebknecht and Luxemburg.

At the same time, there were millions of people who had turned to the
SPD. They were workers who hitherto had remained outside political activity,
demobilised soldiers, petty-bourgeois people on whom the War and the
defeat had inflicted grave suffering, and young people of all social origins
who hoped for a rapid improvement in their living conditions as well as a
democratic reorganisation of the country. The SPD was seen by the broadest
masses as the incarnation of the Revolution, because it was that party which
the Revolution had brought to power and which promised them not only
peace, democracy and socialism for tomorrow, but, more importantly, to get
there without fresh suffering, without revolution or civil war.

The rallying of bourgeois parties and forces to the programme which the
SPD formulated, and the general atmosphere of fraternity to which all those
declarations gave birth, created a climate of confidence and unity, and almost
of unanimity. The revolutionaries seemed to be trouble-makers to the wide
strata of people who desired a form of democratic socialism. In their eyes, it
was only the revolutionaries whose outcries, violence, ‘excesses” and invective,
and the accusations of ‘betrayal” which they hurled at the leaders, who
endangered the ‘unity’ needed to consolidate the Revolution, and thereby
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they put the Revolution in jeopardy. The Majority Social Democrats exploited
to the full, against the Spartacists, this desire for unity amongst the barely
politicised, inexperienced masses whom they drew around themselves and
organised, just as they had done with the soldiers” delegates in November,
presenting the Spartacists in their propaganda as ‘disrupters’.

Vanguard or militant minority?

The revolutionary minority itself was becoming radicalised, and all the more
when it had the feeling of being drawn into a political unanimity which
would be fatal to it. Part of it regrouped around the Spartacus League, although
the process which led it to do so was perfectly spontaneous. Working-class
elements whom the dominating power of the Social-Democratic and trade-
union bureaucracy had turned against any organisational form, pacifist activists
who saw their main enemy in the ‘general-staff socialists’, young people who
believed only in the force of arms, a whole stratum of the disaffected, rebels,
fighters and purists, who saw the principal obstacle to the victory of the
Revolution in the bureaucratic apparatuses — they were all fascinated by the
Russian Revolution. They knew little of the long experience of the Bolsheviks,
and for them Bolshevism was summed up in armed insurrection and the use
of revolutionary violence as the cure-all for the problem of imperialist, militarist
violence. In 1920, Paul Levi outlined the composition of the Spartacus League
to the Second Congress of the Communist International: ‘Groups which had
formed themselves in the course of the revolutionary development all over
Germany, most of the time with no clear political ideas, most often attracted
by the name of Karl Liebknecht. .. groups of people who had never been
organised on a political level before.”*

The danger which threatened the Spartacus League lay in this isolation
which was imposed upon it as much by the results of the initiatives of its
own forces as by the efforts of the large parties which feared it. The spearhead
of these forces tended to be elements who were isolated not only from the
mass organisations, but from the working class itself and its traditions. They
were young people, impatient and inexperienced, convinced that their mission
was not that of a vanguard, with the role of patient explanation, but that of

a militant minority.

4 Report to the Second Congress, Levi Archives, P124/8, p. 3.
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Jogiches informed Thalheimer after 9 November that Luxemburg was aware
that the revolt must be transformed into a social revolution, but this meant
the entry of the working class on a mass scale into the strife on the basis of
its own class demands. This was why she welcomed with hope and even
with enthusiasm the beginning of action by workers for economic demands,
which revealed itself through the strikes which broke out across the country
at the end of November. Die Rote Fahne wrote on 15 November:

The civil war which everyone is doing their best, in agony and anxiety, to
keep out of the Revolution, is not letting itself be kept out. The civil war is
nothing but a different name for the class war, and the idea that we could
arrive at socialism by way of the decrees of a parliamentary majority is

nothing but an absurd petty-bourgeois illusion.’

The class action of workers for their economic demands as employees of
capital is indeed one of the routes by which working people can be led most
quickly to lose the illusions which they hold regarding parties that wield
power in their name. The government of People’s Commissars genuinely
feared workers” demands, and busied itself with preventing strikes. Barth
himself was responsible for labour questions in the Cabinet, and he begged
the workers not to ‘debase the Revolution to a movement for wages’.'¢

In this perspective, the struggle of revolutionaries for influence in the
unions took on extreme importance. The grip on the trade-union apparatus
maintained by the most conservative elements and counter-revolutionary
elements of the SPD, was very strong. It was further strengthened by the fact
that millions of workers had recently joined, knowing little about politics,
but interested first and foremost in defending their material conditions.
The majority of Spartacist activists and of the revolutionaries of the IKD
confused the organisations with their leaders. They denounced trade unions
with hatred and contempt, as agencies of the bourgeoisie, or as outdated
forms of organisation. They appealed to class-conscious working people to
organise outside of them.

Confronted with calls for workers to leave the unions which were issued
by some local branches, the old Spartacist nucleus in the union organisations
hesitated to express an opinion, whilst at the same time conceding that it

15 Die Rote Fahne, 27 November 1918.
16 Die Rote Fahne, 28 November 1918.
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was necessary ‘to liquidate the trade unions’. These hesitations cost them
dearly, because it was through the channel of the trade unions, which many
revolutionary activists no longer tried to influence from within, that the SPD
undertook to win the new strata of workers, and to regain their influence.

The Spartacus League breaks with the Independents

The struggle between the two powers traced a line of fundamental cleavage
between those who supported conciliar power and the supporters of a
constituent assembly. This line was soon to cut through the heart of the
USPD, despite the efforts of its leaders to temporise. On 18 November, at the
Busch Circus, Haase came out in favour of the principle of the Constituent
Assembly, but insisted on the need to avoid convening it prematurely.”
Hilferding, in the columns of Freiheit, explained that the administration had
to be democratised and the economy socialised before the Assembly was
convened.”® On 27 November, the USPD Executive published a declaration
in which it asserted that the Constituent Assembly should only be convened
‘if the technical and political conditions, were fulfilled, if in itself it authentically
expressed the will of the enlightened people’.”

In Die Rote Fahne, Luxemburg subjected the position of the Party to a
rigorous criticism, stating that full clarification was necessary, and called for
a special conference to be held to discuss this central question.?

From then on, the internal conflict took up nearly all the attention and
energy of the USPD activists. The final surrender to Ebert by Haase and his
colleagues on the question of setting the date for the elections on 16 February
shed new light on the preceding discussions. It reinforced the position of the
supporters of a special congress, and embarrassed those who did not want
such a congress at any price because the mere act of calling it would represent
a retreat on their part. Calling the congress would of itself mean turning to
the Left and eliminating the Haase leadership. Die Rote Fahne concentrated
its fire on the USPD leadership, and tried to mobilise the members to force

7 Vorwirts, 20 November 1918.

18 Freiheit, 18 November 1918.

¥ Freiheit, 27 November 1918; Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., pp.
494-6.

20 Die Rote Fahne, 29 November 1918; Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2,
op. cit., pp. 497-500.
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the holding of the congress. In fact, the Spartacists would be able to take the
leadership in the course of a battle in which they were in a position to bring
together all the forces of the Left of the Party. The leadership continued to
oppose the demand, using technical arguments which really expressed a
political choice. Calling a congress, it insisted, would hold up the serious
preparation of their electoral campaign. The Spartacists were accused of
sabotaging the work of the Party.

Very quickly the feeling grew that the USPD was heading for a split,
almost by mutual consent. Strobel in Freiheit on 8 December, and Breitscheid
in Der Sozialist on the 12th declared that the differences between the two
wings of the party were insurmountable. On 12 December, the general meeting
of the USPD in Stuttgart declared for the re-election of the workers” and
soldiers’ councils, and for conciliar power.?! Berlin gave still more hope for
the Spartacists; their people worked closely with the revolutionary delegates,
and on a number of occasions the workers in the big factories in their
thousands attended Spartacist meetings and demonstrations and applauded
their speakers, Liebknecht, Levi and Pieck. On 14 December, civil war nearly
broke out in the USPD. Die Rote Fahne published a draft programme, “What
Does the Spartacus League Want?’, written jointly by Levi and Luxemburg.?
At the same time, Freiheit attacked the Bolsheviks and Spartacists under the
headline ‘German Tactics for a German Revolution’, and identified convening
the Constituent Assembly as the immediate revolutionary task.”

On 15 December, immediately before the meeting of the Congress of the
Councils, the Berlin conference of the USPD was held, to take a decision on
the matter of the special party congress. The debate covered the whole range
of political problems. Haase spoke for the Executive, defending the policy of
collaborating with Ebert and Scheidemann, and justifying the decision of the
government to convene the Assembly. He called on the conference to recognise
the fact that the majority of the country was at that time behind Ebert, and
that the game of democracy must be played in order to construct a new social
order in which the councils would have their place in the constitution, by
the side of an assembly elected by universal suffrage. According to Haase,

2l Die Rote Fahne, 15 December 1918; Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2,
op. cit., pp. 595-6.

2 Die Rote Fahne, 14 December 1918. On Levi’s role in drawing it up, see Beradt,
op. cit., p. 24.

2 Freiheit, 14 December 1918.
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the proposals of the Spartacists were no more than a caricature of the slogans
of the Bolsheviks shipped into Germany, whereas the situation was profoundly
different, in the first place because Germany was an advanced country, and
secondly, because the international situation required the election of a
representative assembly in Germany. He accused the Spartacists of helping
the counter-revolutionaries, who used them to frighten the petty bourgeoisie
by brandishing the spectre of dictatorship and terror. He appealed to the
Spartacists to draw the necessary conclusions about their differences from
the rest of the Party, and to leave an organisation in which there was no
longer a place for them.*

Luxemburg presented the case against Haase, in the form of a violent attack
on the work of Ebert’s government. She said that Haase was not wrong when
he said that the masses were behind Ebert. But he did not say that they were
there because, amongst other reasons, the Independents supported Ebert, and
Haase was a member of his government. Let Haase and his friends break with
Ebert and leave his government, then the masses will no doubt begin to see
more clearly and to understand what forces are concealing themselves — more
and more unsuccessfully — behind Ebert. Luxemburg spoke sarcastically about
Haase’s profession of democratic faith: ‘If it is a question of democratic
principle, then let us have some democracy first in our own party! First call the
congress, so that the masses can say whether they still want this government!"»

Liebknecht and Eberlein spoke in support of her, and Hilferding and Strébel
defended the position of Haase. In the closing vote, a resolution from Hilferding
spelling out that the Party’s principal task was to prepare for elections was
counterposed to Luxemburg’s motion for a special congress. The former was
carried by 485 votes to 185. The Left was defeated in what it regarded as
its bastion. Freiheit was to carry a headline ‘Clarity at Last’, and the principal
newspapers of the Independents hailed the event.

But the USPD had practically exploded. Whilst Dittmann, Haase and
Hilferding stood by Ebert, the Independent delegates from the provinces,
people such as Brass, Curt Geyer and Wilhelm Koenen, worked with the
Berlin revolutionaries, and about forty of them agreed on the first day to meet
as a faction with Liebknecht.” In most of the votes, the USPD divided into

2 Freiheit, 16 December 1918.

» Ibid.; Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., pp. 603-6.

% Tbid.

7 Illustrierte Geschichte der Novemberrevolution in Deutschland, Berlin, 1968, p. 246.
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two nearly equal parts. At the end of the congress, the decision to boycott
the Executive Council, which Richard Miiller carried, created an intolerable
situation for the Independent ministers.

On 21 November, the revolutionary delegates met with the Party’s
representatives in the big factories in the capital. This gathering demanded
almost unanimously that a special congress be held before the end of December,
that Haase and his colleagues resign from the government, and that an anti-
parliamentarian electoral campaign be organised. It expressly denounced the
policy of Barth in the Cabinet, declaring that it no longer had confidence in
him, and denied him the right to represent them in the future.®® It is very
likely that it was during the same meeting that the revolutionary delegates
elected an action committee of five, in which Ledebour and Ddumig, the left
Independents, joined Liebknecht and Pieck, the Spartacists, with Paul Scholze
in the chair.* The main question on the agenda was the formation of a new
party based on the Spartacists and the revolutionary delegates, and drawing
in numerous elements from the Independents.

Already at the demonstration on 16 December in front of the Reichstag,
the metalworker Richard Nowakowski, one of the most influential of the
revolutionary delegates, had welcomed the demonstrators, ‘in the name of
the USPD and of the Spartacist League’.*® At the moment when the question
of finally leaving the USPD and forming a new party faced the Spartacists,
they could reasonably hope to attract the leading nucleus of the revolutionary
delegates, and, through them, the vanguard of the Berlin working class, the
leaders and organisers of the class in the factories. They tried to go faster,
and on 22 December, Wilhelm Pieck wrote in the name of the League to the
USPD to demand that within three days it call a congress which would meet
before the end of the month.*' The reply was, of course, known in advance,
and the question of constructing a revolutionary party was finally posed less
than two months after the Revolution began.

% Die Rote Fahne, 23 December 1918; Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit.,
p. 645.

¥ Vorwirts und nicht vergessen, op. cit., p. 61; Pieck, and after him numerous authors,
put this meeting on 18 December, for which there is no documentary evidence.

30 Die Rote Fahne, 17 December 1918.

31 Die Rote Fahne, 24 December 1918; Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit.,
pp. 646-7.
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Convergent and contradictory tendencies

In the eyes of the bourgeoisie, this party already existed. The press
indiscriminately applied the label ‘Spartacist’ to all the extremist groups, and
hardly drew any distinctions amongst the people whom it did its best to
present as ‘the men with knives between their teeth’. The reality was that
neither the Russian Revolution nor the November Revolution had succeeded
in completely reconciling the groups which had disagreed before and especially
during the War about how to prepare and carry through the proletarian
revolution in Germany.

The ‘left radicals’ — the Bremen people and the group to which this name
was applied in Berlin — had shown a tendency towards unification. A conference
in Bremen on 23 November decided to found a new organisation, the
International Communists of Germany (IKD).*> They had some local influence,
particularly in the shipyards and amongst the port workers. They had always
opposed revolutionaries joining the USPD, and regarded what had happened
as a striking confirmation — was not their principal adversary in Bremen, Alfred
Henke, the strongest supporter of Haase in the big port, and consequently
the government’s attorney? At the same time, they were aware that in Germany
as a whole, they did not have sufficient forces to form by themselves even
the embryo of a new revolutionary party.

As in 1917, they gave critical support to the Spartacists, and stated that
they would back any initiative on its part in the direction of an independent
organisation of revolutionaries by way of a definite break from the centrists.*
They adopted the name of ‘Communists’ unanimously after a speech by
Johann Knief. In this they showed both their attachment to the Russian
Revolution, and their determination to throw away ‘the dirty shirt’, to break
from the past and from discredited labels. They fought to widen and deepen
the power of the councils, and to federate the communist groups in Germany.
The left radicals of Hamburg, their neighbours, so near to them politically
that historians have often confused them, joined the IKD at this point, as well
as the remains in Berlin of Borchardt’s group, which the young writer Werner
Moller was leading.

The Spartacists were gradually organising themselves. The League had had
the beginnings of an apparatus since 11 November, publications, offices which

32 Der Kommunist, Bremen, 28 November 1918; Dokumente und Materialen, Volume
2/2, op. cit., pp. 456-8.
3 Ibid., p. 456.
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it had several times to vacate, and contribution cards which it sold. Outside
Berlin, it had contacts with nearly all the important centres, in Bavaria,
Brunswick, Chemnitz, Dresden, Leipzig, Upper Silesia, East Prussia, Stuttgart,
Thuringia and Hanau, as well as the Ruhr where ‘the Communist Workers’
Party of Essen-Ruhr (members of the Spartacus League)’ had just been formed.
In these regions, the League’s contacts reflected the revolutionaries” influence
prior to the November Revolution.** Since then, they had established new
contacts and formed new groups in Beuthen, Brandenburg, Erfurt, Frankfurt-
am-Main, Kiel, Munich, Nuremberg and Solingen.*® However, it was still
organisationally what the ‘group” had been, a fairly loose network around a
small nucleus of political leaders.

Nowhere did the Spartacists form an organised faction, nowhere did they
undertake systematic work to build their faction or even an organised tendency
either in the workers’ councils® or in the USPD, where their work rested on
the propaganda of Die Rote Fahne and on the prestige and activity of their
most prominent members. At the same time, however, the League held to its
conception of revolutionary agitation and moving the masses into action, and
worked to mobilise the broad masses of workers whose spontaneous action
it hoped to enlighten and inspire. To this effect it organised many meetings
and demonstrations.

In order to counterbalance the almost exclusive influence of the Majority
socialists on the soldiers and their councils, it founded on 15 November the
League of Red Soldiers, on the initiative of a group of their members who
until then had specialised in work amongst the youth, Karl Schulz, Peter
Maslowski and Willi Budich.*” This group published three times a week a
special sheet, Der Rote Soldat.*® Liebknecht, an indefatigable agitator, spoke
everywhere that revolutionary ideas could find an echo. Entire columns of
the slim Die Rote Fahne were devoted to calls for gatherings, meetings,
demonstrations, and processions of soldiers, unemployed, deserters and men

on leave. The fact is that the Spartacists had neither the power nor, doubtless,

3 Tllustrierte Geschichte der Novemberrevolution in Deutschland, op. cit., p. 284.
% Ibid., p. 283.
% See the replies given to Radek by Liebknecht on the organisation at the beginning
of December (Radek, November, op. cit., p. 132).
7 Die Rote Fahne, 18 November 1918; B. Gross, Willi Miinzenberg, Stuttgart, 1967,
. 89.
P 3 Der Rote Soldat, no. 1, 23 November 1918.
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the desire to control these demonstrations, and they often provided the
opportunity for dubious elements to engage in violent, futile and even harmful
incidents. The leaders knew the dangers for the image which they wanted
to give of their movement, coming from the untimely enthusiasm of elements
often foreign to the industrial working class who claimed to be supporters
of their organisation. Luxemburg admitted in Die Rote Fahne the danger from
the initiatives of the déclassé elements of whom there were large numbers in
the capital: “They disfigure our socialist aims, fully aware and knowing very
well what they are doing, and are trying to divert our socialist aims into
lumpen-proletarian adventures, leading the masses astray.”

Similarly, the communists of the IKD expressed their anxiety about the
initiatives which they regarded as ‘revolutionary impatience’; they declared
that there could be no question of even thinking of replacing Ebert by a
government of revolutionaries which was not solidly based on a majority in
the councils.*

The anxious revolutionaries were unable to turn the tide. To begin with,
the impression which the Spartacists’ demonstrations created, the large numbers
of people whom they attracted, gave to the leaders and the participants alike
a false impression of their power. Liebknecht might get the impression from
the crowds which applauded him that he ruled the streets, when, for lack of
a real organisation, he was not master even of his own troops, especially
when they were intoxicated with their numbers and their shouting. There
was no question of giving lectures or courses in ‘theory’ to these impatient,
hard men who had come out of the War; they wanted clear slogans that would
enthuse them, they wanted action. Accordingly, every Spartacist meeting, the
speakers attacked the Ebert government, denounced its collaboration with
the General Staff, and called for it to be brought down. The crowds who
listened to them were being radicalised, in a sense, in isolation, and their will
to act grew in inverse proportion to the influence of the revolutionaries in
the councils, so that they were in the end ready to sweep them away if the
councils rejected their leadership.

The Social Democrats and army chiefs exploited this situation by
systematically trying to provoke incidents which enabled them to denounce
the Spartacists for their ‘violence’ before the mass of moderate working people.

% Die Rote Fahne, 18 November 1918.
4 Der Kommunist, Dresden, no. 5, 1918, Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2,
op. cit., pp. 614-5.
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On 21 November, after three simultaneous meetings addressed by Liebknecht,
Luxemburg and Levi,* the participants joined together for a demonstration
outside the police headquarters; some soldiers on a vehicle opened fire.*> On
6 December, supporters of Wels fired on a demonstration of the League of
Red Soldiers, killing fourteen people, and wounding many, including Budich.*

Following a protest demonstration on the following day, a group of soldiers
occupied the editorial premises of Die Rote Fahne, arrested Liebknecht, and
tried to take him away.* The Spartacist leaflets and Die Rote Fahne denounced
‘Bloody Wels’. The demonstrators were more and more numerous, and
appeared to be more determined: 150,000 on 8 December,* and over 250,000
on the 16th, the day when the Congress of Councils opened.* That day, Levi’s
speech called for determination, coolness and calm; if the Congress failed to
fulfil its historic mission and called the Constituent Assembly, the working
people who supported conciliar power would know how to bring that régime
down, as they had brought down the old régime.*” But Liebknecht, who spoke
after him, got thunderous applause when he called for purging the ‘nests
of counter-revolution’, in the front ranks of which he placed the ‘Ebert-
Scheidemann government’.*

When the incidents of ‘Bloody Christmas’ took place between the army
and the Berlin workers,* it was Spartacist elements who, on their own initiative,
attacked the Vorwirts building™ and then printed, under the title Red Vorwiirts,
leaflets calling for the Ebert government to be overthrown and for it to be
replaced by ‘real socialists, that is, communists’,* and then addressed an
ultimatum to the government in the name of ‘the revolutionary workers and

4 Die Rote Fahne, 22 November 1918; resolution in Dokumente und Materialen, Volume
2/2, op. cit., p. 444.

4 Die Rote Fahne, 22 November 1918.

4 Die Rote Fahne, 7 and 8 December 1918; Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution,
op. cit., pp. 242-5; Illustrierte Geschichte der Novemberrevolution in Deutschland, op. cit.,
p- 235; K. Wrobel, Der Sieg der Arbeiter und Matrosen, Berlin, 1958, p. 50.

4 Die Rote Fahne, 8 December 1918; Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution,
op. cit., p. 246.

% Die Rote Fahne, 9 December 1918.

4 Die Rote Fahne, 17 December 1918; Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2,
op. cit., pp. 622-5.

¥ Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., p. 623.

# Ibid., p. 624.

¥ See Chapter 12.

% Leaflet in Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., pp. 660-2. At the trial
of Ledebour, Ernest Meyer was to describe the anger of Luxemburg and Liebknecht
when they learnt of this initiative (Ledebour Prozess, Berlin, 1919, p. 516).

51 Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., pp. 663-4.
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soldiers of Greater Berlin’.? In fact, two distinct political lines appeared in
the activity of the Spartacists during these days in December, when the capital
went through an almost uninterrupted succession of demonstrations, fights
and riots.

On the one hand, Luxemburg explained in Die Rote Fahne the position of
the Party Zentrale, to the effect that the ruling classes had, after regrouping
behind Ebert, provisionally won a victory, which meant that the workers were
obliged to join the electoral campaign, utilising it as a platform to mobilise
the masses.”® On the other, the League of Red Soldiers, on the day following
the decision of the Councils’ Congress, called for a struggle which could only
mean preventive action against the elections, and hence a struggle to overthrow
the government.>

Luxemburg, with Jogiches and Levi, who shared her viewpoint on
the question of the Constituent Assembly, were in a definite minority in the
Spartacist League, where the ultra-left current in favour of boycotting the
elections was in a large majority, even though no vote had yet enabled
the respective strengths of the currents to be measured. The situation was
the same within the IKD; Johann Knief, who spoke in favour of taking part
in a campaign which had now become inevitable in the framework of the
elections, was on the point of being swamped by the supporters of the boycott,
at the head of whom stood Paul Frolich and Felix Schmidt.”> The same
differences were to be found in the group of the revolutionary delegates: it
was to decide a few days later by 26 votes to 16 to accept the accomplished
fact, and consequently to take part in the elections in the form of an anti-
electoralist electoral struggle.>

Concern to avoid adventures and ultra-left initiatives was greatest amongst
the representatives of the factories. On 26 December, a general meeting of
revolutionary delegates and convenors of the big factories drew a balance
sheet of the Christmas events. They declared that they understood the bitterness
of the revolutionary workers who had tried to take back Vorwiirts, which the
army chiefs had stolen from the proletariat in 1916, but the resolution voted

%2 Ibid., p. 665.

* ‘Die Wahlen zur Nationalversammlung’, Die Rote Fahne, 23 December 1918;
Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., pp. 648-50.

* Leaflet in ibid., pp. 642—4.

> Vorwiirts und nicht vergessen, op. cit., pp. 175-6.

% Bericht iiber dem Griindungsparteitag der KPD, op. cit., p. 47.
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for declared that the occupation of the building was untimely, and called for
it to be evacuated. This declaration, signed by Scholze, Nowakowski and
Paul Weyer was published in Die Rote Fahne.” The differences were now
obvious and public, and the question of the attitude towards the elections
for the Constituent Assembly which the Congress of Councils had adopted

provoked new divisions in the revolutionary movement.

" Die Rote Fahne, 17 December 1918; Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit.,
pp- 666—7. Wilhelm Pieck (op. cit., p. 61) writes that this resolution, inspired by Ernst
Déaumig, was a manoeuvre directed against the Spartacists. In fact, it was directed
against the ultra-left initiatives, of which the Spartacists had no monopoly, but on the
contrary it was perfectly within the line defined by the Zentrale, particularly in the
draft programme published in Die Rote Fahne on 14 December.
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Chapter Eleven

The Foundation of the Communist Party of
Germany

The foundation of the Communist Party of Germany
was carried out in this atmosphere of political
confusion amongst the revolutionary vanguard. The
preparations for it coincided with the arrival in Berlin
of three of the delegates sent by Moscow to represent
Soviet Russia at the Congress of the Councils of
Berlin. They had been turned back at the frontier,
and had succeeded in crossing it secretly.! All three
were destined to play a role in the new party. The
most important was Karl Radek; the other two, Krebs
(also known as ‘Rakov’ and ‘Felix Wolf’) and Ernst
Reuter-Friesland, had been won to Bolshevism in
Russia itself.

The choice of these emissaries was doubtless
unfortunate. Felix Wolf did not know Germany.
Friesland was also unknown to the old Spartacus
nucleus and even to the radical movement, with
whom he had had no contact before the War. Radek,
on the other hand, was intimately involved in the
whole history of the German Left, but it was precisely
this fact that made his presence hardly opportune
from certain points of view. To be sure, he had

connections with the Bremen communists. But a

! Brandt and Lowenthal, op. cit., p. 113; Radek, op. cit., pp. 128-32. Hermann
Osterloh, one of the leaders of the prisoners of war and of the German section, was
a member of the delegation, but was not able to get into Germany (ibid., p. 122).
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strong personal animosity existed between him and Luxemburg and Jogiches.
This arose out of differences within Polish Social Democracy, and had been
fed by the ‘Radek affair’ just before the war. However, he enjoyed the advantage
of his connections with Paul Levi in Switzerland during the War. Levi is said
to have pacified the anger of Luxemburg, who fulminated against the sending
of a ‘commissar’.?2 He welcomed, introduced and escorted Radek. Then, above
all, it has to be recognised that the envoys from Moscow, irrespective of
their personalities, had on their side the fact that they were trusted by the
Bolshevik Party, the leaders of the Russian Revolution, and this simple fact
conferred on them an immense authority in the eyes of the German
revolutionaries. Radek wrote a lively, emotional account of his meeting with
the German leaders. Apart from embarrassment in the first moments, the
memories of past quarrels did not seem to weigh heavily against the tasks
of the hour. After an exchange of views about the situation in Russia — the
presence of her friend Dzerzhinsky at the head of the Cheka surprised
Luxemburg — and on the German political questions of the moment, the
discussion turned to the attitude to be taken towards the calling of the
Constituent Assembly, and towards the need to form a Communist Party.?

Preliminary discussions

At that moment the principal obstacles came, not from the Spartacists but
from the ‘Communists’ of the IKD. The latter had not forgotten the
disagreements in 1917 about the USPD, nor their disappointment when the
Spartacists decided in November to stay within that party. Johann Knief
opposed fusion with the Spartacists, despite the decisions which had just
been reached by the conference of the IKD. He put his position bluntly to
Radek, who had come to Bremen. He believed that the Ebert-Haase government
would soon be swamped by the mass movement, and that the most probable
replacement would be a government further to the left, of Ledebour, Liebknecht
and Luxemburg, born out of what he called ‘revolutionary impatience’, and
this would raise the danger that the supporters of the councils and the real
communists would be discredited. He believed that the hour of the genuine
revolutionaries — himself and his supporters — would sound only after that

2 Beradt, op. cit., p. 43, with no reference to any document.
% Radek, November, op. cit., pp. 132-4.
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government had failed. Moreover, whilst he was in favour of a Bolshevik
Party being formed in Germany, he thought that such a party could not
possibly include Luxemburg and her supporters, whom he believed to be
alien to the spirit of Bolshevism. At the same time, he told Radek that the
proletarian revolution could win in Germany only on the basis of a broad
mass movement, and that the firm centralism which Jogiches would not
fail to initiate in a party formed with the Spartacists would be a real problem.
The discussion between the two men was a hard one, but it ended in a
compromise: rather than come into opposition to the spokesman of the
Bolsheviks in the person of his old friend Radek, Knief was to refrain from
intervening and putting his personal position.*

The second conference of the IKD was finally held in Berlin during 15-17
December, with delegates from Bremen and Hamburg, the Rhineland, Saxony,
Bavaria, Wiirttemberg and Berlin, with the remains of the Borchardt group,
but without its leader, Knief’s friends and supporters, Frolich, Laufenberg
and Otto Riihle. The majority of the delegates accepted that the forthcoming
break of the Spartacists from the Independents had removed the principal
difference and the essential obstacle to forming a unified party.> Knief spoke
to propose that the revolutionaries should participate in the election campaign
for the Constituent Assembly, but he was in a minority. He then took this
opportunity of refusing to be delegated to the fusion conference. Frélich, who
wanted to boycott the election, was mandated to represent the Bremen
communists in the new unified leadership.® Radek eloquently expounded his
arguments for fusion, which he said was overdue.” Certain fundamental
questions which divided the Spartacists from the Bremen communists, such
as that of the trade unions, do not seem to have been tackled at all.

Moreover, the Spartacist leadership was also divided. Luxemburg and
Jogiches appear to have been hostile at the beginning to fusion with the
‘communists’, and Jogiches appears even to have opposed it vigorously to
the end. In fact, he believed that they should stay in the USPD until its
next congress, in order on that occasion to attract all the elements of the Left

4 Tbid., p. 135.

5 Der Kommunist, Bremen, no. 5, 1918; Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2,
op. cit., pp. 609-13 for the resolution adopted.

¢ Vorwdrts und nicht vergessen, op. cit., p. 176.

7 Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 264; Jogiches was also
present.
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who would remain in the Party were the Spartacists to break prematurely.
Clara Zetkin was to say on this subject in 1921: ‘Shortly beforehand, I had a
conversation with comrade Luxemburg. She herself and comrade Jogiches,
still more vigorously, believed that it was only after the Independent Social-
Democratic Party congress that we should break with it, and form ourselves
into a communist party.”®

Zetkin was not present at the Foundation Congress; moreover she declared
that she was not informed that it was to take place. According to Fritz Heckert,
she is said to have cried out, “‘What imbeciles!”, when she heard that the
decision had been taken.’ But, here too, the intervention of Radek, with the
prestige of the October Revolution behind him, was decisive, and Luxemburg
let herself be convinced not to wait for the USPD’s congress in order to split.
Nonetheless, she revealed important disagreements concerning the name
which the new party was to adopt. Eberlein, whose evidence on the point is
confirmed by that of Levi, summed up her position in these words:

The Russian Communist Party is still the only one in the International. The
parties of the Second International are going to oppose it without mercy.
The duty of the communists is to tear the socialist parties of Western Europe
away from the Second International in order to found a new, revolutionary
International. The Russian Communist Party will not succeed in doing that
by itself. There is a deep gulf between it and the socialist parties of the
West, especially the French, English and American. It is for us, the German
revolutionaries, to be the means of unity between the revolutionaries of
Eastern Europe and the still-reformist socialists of the West. It is for us to
hasten the breakaway of these socialists from reformism. We shall do our
duty better as a ‘socialist party’. If we present ourselves as a ‘communist
party’, the closeness of our links with the Russians will complicate our task

in the West."®

In the end, the Zentrale rejected by four votes to three, with Paul Levi
abstaining, the proposal of Luxemburg to call the new party ‘Socialist’." On
29 December 1918 — the same day as the Independents left the Ebert government

8 Protokoll des III Kongresses der Kommunistischen Internationale (Moskau, 22 Juni bis
12 Juli 1921), Hamburg, 1921, p. 668.

* Ibid., pp. 541, 669.

10 “Spartakus und die Dritte Internationale’, Inprekorr, no. 28, 29 February 1924, pp.
306-7.

I Tbid., p. 307.
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— the conference of the Spartacus League approved by 80 votes to three the
proposal to leave the Social-Democratic Party to found a communist party."
The unification of the Spartacus League and the IKD and the foundation of
a German Communist Party had been achieved. It remained to be seen what
left-wing elements of the USPD would join it, and especially what positions
it would take on the problems that confronted it at the end of 1918.

Commenting on the positions of Willi Miinzenberg in the Youth International,
Johann Knief wrote on 24 December that they were not yet ‘in the spirit
of the communists’."* In his opinion, the principal difference was between
Spartacists and communists. However, the Founding Congress was to show
that in reality the ultra-leftists won the day in the new party over the Spartacists
personified by Luxemburg as well as over the communists represented by
Knief, for the leaders of the ultra-left current came both from the Spartacists,
for instance the Berliners Schroder and Wendel, and from the IKD, such as
Otto Riihle, Frolich and Werner Moller.

The victory of the ultra-leftists at the Founding Congress of the
KPD(S)

The Congress met in Berlin on 30 December 1918. There were 83 delegates
from the Spartacus League, and 29 from the IKD. The capital was still rumbling
from the violent incidents at Christmas. The resignation of the Independent
ministers seemed to be opening a new stage in the radicalisation of the masses.

Paul Levi was later to describe the atmosphere in these terms:

The air of Berlin . . . was filled with revolutionary tension. . . . There was no
one who did not feel that the immediate future would see further great
demonstrations and actions. . . . The delegates who represented these hitherto-
unorganised masses who had come to us exclusively in action, through it
and for it, just could not understand that any new action, which could easily
be foreseen, might end not in victory but in retreat. They did not consider,
even in their worst dreams, following a tactic which would have left them

a margin of manoeuvre if they needed to retreat.'

12 1918. Erinnerungen von Veteranen, op. cit., pp. 23—4. The three votes against were
those of Jogiches, Werner Hirsch and a delegate from Miihleim, Meister, probably in
fact Minster (Die Rote Fahne, 30 December 1928).

B3 Der Kommunist, Bremen, 24 December 1918, cited in Gross, op. cit., p. 88.

4 Report to the Second Congress of the Comintern, Levi Archives, P124/8, p. 4.
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Liebknecht delivered the opening speech. This dealt with ‘the crisis in the
Independent Social-Democratic Party’, and with the decision to be reached
in respect of building a new party. His tone was very hard. He retraced the
political past of the centrist opposition, in which he said numerous revisionists
were to be found, both amongst the leaders and amongst the mass of the
membership, and he characterised its past activity as ‘parliamentary cretinism’.
He attacked the growth of the ‘puerile and mechanistic’ conception which
had prevailed in the preparing of the November insurrection, with the ‘failure
to understand the supreme importance of mass action itself, and overestimation
of bureaucratic, parliamentary and other activities’. He recalled that, in the
past, the Spartacists had enjoyed total freedom of action in the USPD, and
stated: “We joined the USPD in order to drive forward through our efforts all
those who could be driven, in order to make the best elements advance, and
to unite them in order to win over the largest possible revolutionary forces,
and to organise them in a single, revolutionary, proletarian party. . .. It was
a labour of Sisyphus.’”

Having indicted the Independents, the ‘fig leaf’ for Ebert and Scheidemann
since 9 December, and having recalled the refusal of the Executive to call the
party congress, he drew the conclusion that the USPD was moribund, and
that the mass of its members who were not preparing to break from it were
in the process of returning to the camp of the Majority socialists. He therefore
advocated a clear and immediate break and the foundation of a new party,
and moved a motion in this sense. The name ‘Communist Party of Germany
(Spartacus)” was preferred, after a brief discussion, to those of “Workers’
Communist Party of Germany’ and ‘Revolutionary Communist Party of
Germany’ proposed by the preparatory commission.'t

Radek then spoke in the name of the Russian Soviet government. He outlined
bluntly the situation of Russia, and took pains to point out the difficulties
which awaited a weak party, born nonetheless at an auspicious time, that of
the most serious world crisis. He ended by opening the perspective of the

International:

15 Der Griindungsparteitag der KPD, op. cit., pp. 52-6. We refer to this text, established
by Hermann Weber according to the stenographic record discovered in Levi’s archives,
rather than to the very incomplete Bericht iiber den Griindungsparteitag (op. cit.) written
up during the repression following the January Days by secretaries who attended the
sessions.

16 Ibid., pp. 63-6.
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German Social Democracy is dead. It was once the authority throughout
the world. It now has no more authority, and from now on, no section of
the International will have the authority which the German section once
had. The International will be a league of working classes, in which each
will know why it is fighting and will follow its own road, which nevertheless

will be the same as that of the others."”

On the afternoon of 30 December, the task fell to Paul Levi of presenting the
position of the Zentrale on the question of the elections to the Constituent
Assembly. He began by explaining a point on which, it seemed, all the delegates
agreed: the role which the German bourgeoisie and its agents expected the
Constituent Assembly to play. He declared: ‘The road to the victory of the
proletariat can pass only over the corpse of the National Assembly.” But he
then added almost immediately: ‘Despite all that, we propose to you that we
do not stand aside from the elections to the National Assembly.""

From that moment, his speech was subjected to violent interruptions and
vehement objections. He tried to show how the presence of Communist
deputies in parliament, unlike the old Social-Democratic practices, could help
revolutionary struggles, and he quoted the example of the Russians who
participated in the elections to the Constituent Assembly before they dissolved
it. Someone shouted: ‘Let’s do that!” He replied: “‘What leads you to believe
that the whole of Germany is today at as advanced a level of the revolution
as the comrade believes?” He thought that the workers could effectively
overthrow the Assembly in Berlin, in Rhineland-Westphalia and in Upper
Silesia. But these districts were not the whole of Germany. The revolutionaries
did not have the strength to organise a boycott, which would only damage
them. He was still being interrupted when he went on:

The question is very serious. We see the situation in this way: the decision
on this question may influence the fate of our movement for months. . .. So
think about the situation as it is: the National Assembly is going to meet.
It will meet and you cannot stop it. For months it will dominate all political
life in Germany. You will not be able to prevent all eyes from being fixed

on it, you will not be able to prevent even the best of your supporters from

7 Ibid., p. 86. This curious description of the International bears no resemblance to
the “‘world party of revolution” desired by Lenin. Radek was later to formulate very
different definitions.

18 Tbid., p. 90.
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being interested in it, seeking information, forecasting and wanting to know
what will happen in the National Assembly. It will be in the consciousness
of the German workers, and confronted with this fact, do you want to stay
outside and work from the outside? Comrades, you want to dissolve the
National Assembly. What will you say if the National Assembly meets in a
place like Schilda?*

Another heckler then shouted that if the Assembly did install itself in
a small town, it would thereby condemn itself. This enabled Levi to answer
that no social force ever condemns itself, especially when it is a force as
powerful as the German bourgeoisie, and that it was the duty of the
Communists — who did not believe that the bourgeoisie would commit suicide
— to fight wherever they must for the Revolution, and to regroup the workers
for the Revolution. There can be no doubt that the young Spartacist speaker
achieved a great feat of oratory. But the majority of the delegates were
convinced that ‘power is in the street’, and they would not let the slightest
doubt be expressed on this subject.

Levi’s speech opened up a stormy debate which divided the Congress into
two unequal parts. Luxemburg confessed her bitterness in the face of the
‘extremism’ of the majority and its tendency to ‘neglect the necessary calm,
seriousness and reflection’. In her turn, she pointed to the example of Russia.
She recalled that the German Revolution had only just begun, whilst that of
October 1917 had begun in 1905, and declared that the masses in Germany,
who had not had enough time to develop the power of their councils, were
not mature enough to overthrow the Constituent Assembly. She exposed the
contradictions in the argument of the supporters of a boycott, who feared
the effects of the elections on the consciousness of the masses, and who
nonetheless thought that the masses were sufficiently conscious to prevent
them from being held.”” Kathe Duncker told the majority of the delegates that
they wanted ‘to lance a boil which had not yet ripened’.?' Heckert waxed
ironic about the caution of the radicals and the leftists during the War, and
stressed that, even where they had their greatest strength, the Communists
were still a minority, and that the majority followed Ebert and Scheidemann.

¥ Ibid., pp. 93, 95. We know that, in order to avoid the political pressure of Berlin’s
workers, the Assembly was to meet in Weimar.

2 Ibid., pp. 99-104.

2 Ibid., p. 113.
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He proposed participation in the elections with a single list for the whole of
Germany consisting solely of the names of Liebknecht and Luxemburg.?
Liebknecht did not conceal his hesitations, which were well-known, but,
because he was disciplined in relation to the Zentrale, he recalled at some
length his own role in the Reichstag in mobilising the masses against the War.
All these contributions were received coolly by the delegates, even when they
were not interrupted.

But they wildly applauded the most leftist speakers such as Otto Riihle,
who declared that the proletariat did not have to encumber itself with
the Constituent Assembly, ‘a new corpse’, and that they must finish with
‘compromises and opportunism’. In an effort to refute the arguments of Levi
about the use of parliament as a platform, he declared: “Today we have other
platforms. The street is the huge platform that we have won and which we
shall not abandon, even if they shoot at us.”? Participation in the elections,
in the eyes of this supporter of ‘street power’, meant renouncing the revolution.
He counterposed a short-term, insurrectionary perspective to Levi’s position:
‘If it [the Assembly] went to Schilda, we would have to establish ourselves
as the new government in Berlin. We still have a fortnight.”*

Many of the speeches were in the same style. Leviné said that the Spartacists,
who were too weak either to participate or to boycott, should concentrate
their forces on agitation in favour of workers’ and soldiers’ councils,® but
others spoke of the need to keep their hands unsullied, of the possibility that
the masses would not understand them, and denounced the proposal to
participate as a sharp turn or even a descent into opportunism. At the end
of the debate, the Congress rejected Levi’s proposal, and by 62 votes to 23
adopted the counter-proposal moved by Otto Riihle; the Communist Party
would not take part in the elections. At this point in the discussion and
following this vote, which pleased the left radicals, Karl Becker on behalf of
the IKD announced that his group had decided to join the new party.*® The
first day of the Congress ended with an important victory for the leftist wing.

2 Ibid., pp. 113-7.

2 Ibid., p. 98. On 10 January 1919, Riihle was to call a street demonstration in
Dresden. It was met outside the premises of the Social-Democratic newspaper by
gunfire which left 12 dead and 52 wounded. Riihle was to be arrested, then released
when order was restored (Drabkin, op. cit., pp. 521-2).

# Der Griindungsparteitag der KPD, op. cit., p. 98.

» Ibid., pp. 109-13.

% Ibid., pp. 135-6.
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On the second day, Lange opened the discussion on ‘the economic struggle’.
The spokesman of the Zentrale, more cautious than Levi, denounced the
conservative role of the trade-union bureaucracies and their efforts to convert
the factory committees into simple appendages of the employers’ structures,
but avoided formulating an opinion about whether revolutionaries should
join and conduct militant activity within the traditional trade unions.*” Several
delegates were to criticise him for this. Rieger, from Berlin, thought that
belonging to the Communist Party was incompatible with being in a trade-
union organisation.” Frolich declared that it was impossible to win the unions
from within, and that the slogan ‘Leave the unions!” must be advanced. He
proposed building ‘workers” unions’ in the workplaces, abolishing once and
for all the frontier between the Party and the trade unions.” Heckert opposed
Frolich’s arguments, and emphasised that large masses joined the unions and
that it was necessary not to confuse the role of the unions with that of the
factory committees, and warned against the dangers of the slogan of leaving
the unions.*® Luxemburg criticised the position of Frolich on the ‘workers’
unions’ for trying to combine two old forms — party and union — instead of
concentrating the proletarian forces on the new forms, workers’ councils and
factory councils. She was not completely satisfied with the slogan ‘Leave the
unions!’, but agreed that the liquidation of the unions was on the agenda.*
She proposed to refer the question to a commission, and the Congress, less
passionate than the preceding day, supported her.*

The Congress applauded Luxemburg at length on the following day during
and after her speech on the Party programme, although it was a clear
condemnation of the ultra-left orientation of the majority. The formation of
the Communist Party marked the time ‘when the entire socialist programme’
had to be ‘established upon a new foundation’, and the ‘urgent duty’ was to
replace it “upon the foundations laid by Marx and Engels in 1848” with the
Communist Manifesto. She declared:

Genuine Marxism turns its weapons against those who seek to falsify it.

Burrowing like a mole beneath the foundations of capitalist society, it has

7 Ibid., pp. 138, 149.
5 Tbid., p. 159.
» Ibid., pp. 1524.
% Ibid., pp. 160-2.
31 Ibid., pp. 1624.
2 Tbid., p. 165.
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worked so well that the larger part of the German proletariat is marching
today under our banner, the storm-riding standard of revolution. Even in
the opposite camp, even where the counter-revolution still seems to rule,

we have adherents and future comrades-in-arms.*

Humanity faced the choice between a descent into barbarism or salvation
through socialism, the historic necessity for its survival. This is the framework
within which the situation in Germany had to be analysed: ‘“The revolution
of 9 November was characterised by inadequacy and weakness. ... What
happened on 9 November was to a very small extent the victory of a new
principle; it was little more than a collapse of the extant system of imperialism.”
Despite the appearance of the workers” and soldiers” councils, ‘the slogan of
the Revolution’, which enabled it “to be numbered amongst proletarian socialist
revolutions’, the first phase of the Revolution was characterised by illusions,
the illusion of the proletariat and the soldiers about ‘their belief in the possibility
of unity under the banner of what passes by the name of socialism’, the
illusion spread by Ebert that ‘socialism’ flaunted in that way could effectively
put a brake on the class struggle. The shootings on 6 and 24 December
had dissipated illusions on both sides: ‘But it is in truth a great gain for the
proletariat that naught beyond these rags and tatters remains from the first
phase of the revolution, for there is nothing so destructive as illusion, whereas
nothing can be of greater use to the revolution than naked truth.”
Luxemburg said that the second phase of the Revolution had begun with

the development and the generalising of the strikes:

Now I regard it as the very essence of this revolution that strikes will become
more and more extensive, until they constitute at last the focus of the
revolution. Thus we shall have an economic revolution, and therewith a
socialist revolution. The struggle for socialism has to be fought out by the
masses, by the masses alone, breast to breast against capitalism; it has to be
fought out by those in every occupation, by every proletarian against his

employer. Thus only can it be a socialist revolution.®

It was during this second phase that the Scheidemann government would
disappear. Luxemburg insisted on what she saw as the necessary antidote to
the illusions apparently held by the delegates:

% R. Luxemburg, Spartacus, Colombo, 1966, pp. 1, 3, 7.
¥ Ibid., pp. 11-12.
* Ibid., p. 14.
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We must not again fall into the illusion of the first phase of the revolution,
that of 9 November; we must not think that when we wish to bring about
a socialist revolution it will suffice to overthrow the capitalist government
and to set up another in its place. . .. We must build from below upwards,
until the workers” and soldiers” councils gather so much strength that the
overthrow of the Ebert-Scheidemann or any similar government will be

merely the final act in the drama.*

Her speech ended with a warning against those who dreamed of overthrowing
the Ebert government at one blow:

Our scripture reads: In the beginning was the deed. Action for us means
that the workers” and soldiers’ councils must realise their mission and must
learn how to become the sole public authorities throughout the realm. Thus
only can we mine the ground so effectively as to make everything ready for
the revolution which will crown our work. . . . My meaning was that history
is not going to make our revolution an easy matter like the bourgeois
revolutions. In those revolutions, it sufficed to overthrow that official power
at the centre and to replace a dozen or so of persons in authority. . . . It is
thus characteristic of the modern proletarian revolution, that we must effect
the conquest of political power, not from above, but from beneath. . . . I shall
make no attempt to foretell how much time will be required. Who amongst
us cares about the time, so long only as our lives suffice to bring it to pass?
Enough for us to know clearly the work we have to do; and to the best of
my ability I have endeavoured to sketch, in broad outline, the work that

lies before us.”

A few minutes later, the Congress accepted the draft programme published
in Die Rote Fahne, which unambiguously declared:

The Spartacus League will refuse to take power merely in the footsteps of
the present government when Scheidemann and Ebert have burnt themselves
out....If the Spartacus League takes power, it will be in the form of the
clear, indubitable will of the great majority of the proletarian masses, in the
whole of Germany, and in no other way than in the form of their conscious

support of the perspectives, the aims and the methods of struggle advocated

% Ibid., pp. 19-20.
7 Ibid., pp. 21-2.
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by the League. . .. The victory of Spartacus is to be found, not at the beginning

but at the end of the revolution.”

The importance of the Foundation Congress

Several witnesses have recorded the bitterness and pessimism which Leo
Jogiches expressed on the morrow of the Congress. In his opinion, the decision
to reject taking part in the elections to the Constituent Assembly was clear
proof that the foundation of the Party, with the people whom it brought
together, was premature.” With the agreement of Luxemburg, he asked Zetkin
to refrain from joining the Communist Party until she had been able to speak
at the next congress of the USPD.* Radek was perhaps less pessimistic,
although he could not help feeling that he was not dealing with a real party;
he was to write later that ‘the Congress sharply revealed the youthfulness
and inexperience of the Party’.*’ The dominating sentiment at the Congress
was its affirmation of total solidarity with the Russian Revolution, which was
not a negligible factor. But its links with the masses were very weak. Only
Liebknecht was completely optimistic; in his eyes, the youth were with the
Spartacists, and he was convinced that the relationship of forces would quickly
change from the moment when the Independents had been forced to leave
the government.*

The fact that the Congress could simultaneously reject the proposal of
the Zentrale, expressed by Levi, to take part in the elections, and adopt
the programme which Luxemburg presented was indisputably a display
of political inconsistency. Moreover, it appears that the dominant leftist
current in the Congress did not try to take over the leadership; it was the old
Spartacist team, less Mehring, who was ill, and with the addition of Frolich,
a representative of the old IKD, who kept the reins in their hands.* Doubtless,

% Der Griindungsparteitag der KPD, op. cit., p. 301.

% Frolich, op. cit., p. 345.

0 Protokoll des III Kongresses der Kommunistischen Internationale, op. cit., p. 668.

4 Radek, November, op. cit., p. 136.

2 Ibid.

# Those elected to the Zentrale were Hermann Duncker, Kdte Duncker, Eberlein,
Frolich, Lange, Jogiches, Levi, Liebknecht, Luxemburg, Meyer, Pieck, Thalheimer
(Bericht iiber den Griindungsparteitag der KPD, op. cit., p. 45). The corresponding
passage, missing in Levi’s papers, is reproduced in Der Griindungsparteitag der KPD,
op. cit., pp. 261-2. Bricianer is therefore wrong when he says (op. cit., p. 158, n. 1)
that Paul Levi was a member of the Zentrale in spring 1919 because he had been
‘coopted’.
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the old Spartacist leaders thought that they had enough influence to restrain
the Party from implementing some of the adventurist policies demanded in
some of the Congress decisions. There seems to be nothing to suppose that,
as Rosenberg suggests, they were tempted to split in order to escape the
leftist majority of which they had effectively become hostages.**

The structure of the new party was extremely loose, indeed non-existent,
and was in any case much closer to that of the USPD than that of the Bolsheviks.
The proof of this is provided by Eberlein’s organisational report; he found the
task of talking about membership cards and subscriptions very hard after
the political discussions of the opening days. His report broke away from the
electoralist traditions of Social Democracy, because the organisation was to
be based on local and workplace groups, while at the same time it was marked
with the old hostility of the radicals to centralisation:

We think that we must put an end to the old system which subordinates
the localities to the centre, and feel that the different local and workplace
organisations should be fully independent. They should be independent in
their activities, and should not always wait for orders from above. . .. The
Zentrale assumes principally the task of ensuring an intellectual and political

leadership, and of summarising what happens outside the Party.*®

This report was barely discussed. The exchanges of views and a brief altercation
between Ernst Meyer and Karl Becker revealed moreover that the two groups
were totally unprepared in this area, and that their conceptions of organisation
were unclear. The organisational foundations of the new party were referred
for study and to be decided at the next congress. The election of the Zentrale
did not automatically make it the leadership of a real party at the national
level.

However, the most serious consequence of the decisions taken on 31
December is to be found in the setback to the discussions with the Berlin
revolutionary delegates, which were actually proceeding during the Congress.
The stakes were high. Liebknecht said that these men were ‘the best and most
active of the Berlin proletariat’, that they were head and shoulders above the
high-priests who formed the USPD’s cadres, and that the work he had done
with them was ‘the happiest chapter in his party history’.*¢

# Rosenberg, op. cit., p. 322.
* Der Griindungsparteitag der KPD, op. cit., p. 248.
* Ibid., pp. 276-7.
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The discussions proceeded between a Spartacist delegation led by Liebknecht
and a delegation of the nucleus of the revolutionary delegates which included
Diumig and Ledebour, Richard Miiller, Nowakowski, Eckert and Scholze.”
They were interrupted several times so that the representatives of the delegates
could report to those who mandated them, and could consult them. The
Spartacists” delegates were full of hope for the outcome of the negotiations,
knowing that these activists, who were formally members of the USPD, were
close to the Spartacists, and that they formed an independent group with its
own political line and discipline. But Ddumig and Ledebour, who were the
activists” political advisers and real leaders, never concealed their mistrust,
which in Ledebour’s case became outright hostility. They both launched an
immediate attack, saying that the principal question was participation in
the elections to the Constituent Assembly. But a first obstacle arose when the
revolutionary delegates preposed that five of them should take part in the
commission of the Party Congress on programme and organisation. In this
way the representation of the Berlin activists would have been increased, but
the Congress was not ready to accept that prospect.”® Richard Miiller reopened
the debate with a blunt declaration that joint work depended on the Spartacists
giving up their ‘old putschist tactic’ and their reliance on street demonstrations.
Liebknecht replied that on this matter Richard Miiller was making himself
the spokesman of Vorwirts.” It is evident that the events at Christmas and
the Red Vorwiirts affair deeply affected the delegates; despite their sympathy
for the ideas which the Spartacists defended, and despite their attachment to
Liebknecht after weeks of joint work, the representatives of the factories were
hostile to the adventurist elements who inspired such activities and claimed
to represent Spartacism. Arthur Rosenberg writes: ‘Ddaumig, Ledebour and
Richard Miiller really wanted to follow a communist policy, but wanted to
have nothing to do with the sort of people whom the public regarded as
Spartacists.” This formula was doubtless a more accurate description of the
average delegate than of the three named leaders, who Liebknecht moreover
stressed were not in complete agreement with each other, as Ledebour came
over as a determined enemy, whilst Ddumig was always very fraternal and

close.!

¥ Tbid., p. 270.

# Tbid., p. 271.

¥ Ibid.

5% Rosenberg, op. cit., p. 323.

! Der Griindungsparteitag der KPD, Protokoll und Materialen, op. cit., p. 275.
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Whatever the facts may have been, the conditions which the revolutionary
delegates laid down were an expression of this deep distrust. They demanded
that the decision to boycott the elections be dropped, that the programme
commission be formed on a parity basis, that the ‘street tactics’ be precisely
and jointly defined, that their representatives should have access to press and
leaflet committees, and finally that any reference to ‘Spartacus’ should be
removed from the name of the new party.”> Undoubtedly, no old Bolshevik
would have objected to these conditions, and no old Spartacist would have
been strongly opposed. But, to the majority of the Congress, they were not
acceptable, and their ironic attitude towards these negotiations was, moreover,
one of the symptoms which Radek found to be the most alarming.*

Liebknecht and his Communist delegation did not need even to report to
and consult with the Congress to be aware that the negotiations had broken
down; the Congress had in fact been hostile right from the beginning to fusion
with the delegates, and there was no debate on this fundamental question.>*

This was without doubt the major failure of the German Communists. The
foundation of a real Communist Party in Germany in 1919 would have been
difficult to conceive without the participation of these worker-delegates who
possessed the confidence of the Berlin proletariat, whose struggles they had
led during the War and the revolutionary days. Only a few individuals, Paul
Eckert, Fritz Winguth and Paul Weyer, were to join the KPD(S). The nucleus
of the delegates and the thousands of activists whom they influenced turned
their backs on what they believed to be an unwarranted split.”

The Spartacist leaders were isolated from these militant organisers of the
working class, the genuinely indispensable cadres of a workers’ revolutionary
party, and, as they were doubtless aware, they had no foothold in the industrial
workers’ movement. On the other hand, the admirable fighters in the Berlin

52 Ibid., p. 273.

% Radek, November, op. cit., p. 136.

5 Bricianer (op. cit., p. 142) believes that this fact justifies him in writing that
Liebknecht persisted ‘against the will of the majority in carrying out in secret futile
negotiations with certain Independent leaders and left trade union officials” (our
emphasis).

 The archives of the IML-ZPA in Berlin contain the protocol of the meeting of
delegates on 1 January after negotiations were broken off. Drabkin (op. cit., pp. 461-2,
n. 6) summarises the debates. Ledebour, Wegmann, Eckert and Daumig declared in
favour of founding a new revolutionary party, which would present itself in the
elections; a minority was for entering the KPD; the majority finally opted to stay in
the USPD.
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factories were deprived of political leadership, or, rather, were lured behind
the unsure leaders of the USPD Left, and were to become entangled in the
contradictory demands of a situation that was infinitely more complicated
than that during the War, in the course of which they had won their stripes
and their authority. Between these two groups, whose very closeness deepened
their rivalry, there appeared in the explosive situation the risk of competition
between them, which was considerably increased by the ultra-left spirit which
permeated all the political groups, each trying to show itself as more ‘left’
than the other. The new-born Communist Party was from the start isolated
from the masses, and it was doomed to impotence before it had swung into
action. The events of January and the assassination of Liebknecht and
Luxemburg were to finish it off. The task of building links with the working
masses had to be started all over again.

Nonetheless, when Lenin heard that the Congress had taken place, even
though he did not know either what had happened or what it meant, he
expressed his delight on 12 January, in the ‘Open Letter to the Workers of
Europe and America’ which he was then in the process of drafting:

The foundation of a genuinely proletarian, genuinely internationalist, genuinely
revolutionary Third International, the Communist International, became a fact
when the German Spartacus League, with such world-known and world-
famous leaders, with such staunch working-class champions as Liebknecht,
Rosa Luxemburg, Clara Zetkin and Franz Mehring, made a clean break with
socialists like Scheidemann. . . . It became a fact when the Spartacus League
changed its name to the Communist Party of Germany. Though it has not

yet been officially inaugurated, the Third International actually exists.>

% VI Lenin, ‘Letter to the Workers of Europe and America’, Collected Works, Volume
28, pp. 429-30. The text, which was completed on 21 January, the date on which Lenin
was told of the murder of the two German leaders, was published in Pravda on 24
January 1919.



This page intentionally left blank



Chapter Twelve

The Uprising of January 1919

In his biography of Rosa Luxemburg, Paul Frolich
says that she did not permit herself to share the
apprehensions and the pessimism of Leo Jogiches
following the Founding Congress: ‘Rosa simply
declared that a new-born child always squalled at
first. . . . [S]he expressed her firm conviction that the
new party would eventually find the right path
despite all its errors, because it embraced the best
core of the German proletariat.”

In reality, the pessimism of Jogiches was no less
justified than the optimism of his comrade. The
situation presented contradictory aspects. Despite
the weaknesses of the new party, and despite the
defeat of the revolutionaries in the councils, a very
deep current, the same as what the leftists in the
Spartacus League were expressing in their own
way, was radicalising the militant Berlin workers
and dispelling the illusions of November. Above all,
the situation of the Ebert government seemed to
have become more precarious day by day since the
Congress of the Councils. The army was decomposing
and falling out of the grasp of the officers, whose
openly counter-revolutionary undertakings were
increasingly raising the masses against them, and

forcing even the Independents to break up the

! Frolich, op. cit.,, pp. 281-2.
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coalition which, as good conciliators, they had hitherto done their best to
preserve. Time was working for the Revolution.

December: a month of unrest

At the beginning of December, Luxemburg had commented on the strike
movement in her celebrated article ‘Acheron has Begun to Flow’.? The economic
movement of the workers tore away the democratic and, up to that point,
purely political mask of the November Revolution, and raised the problems
of the day in class terms before the least enlightened masses. Many saw a
clear sign when on 8 December, the workers” and soldiers” council in Miilheim
arrested Fritz Thyssen, the younger Stinnes and several other leading capitalists.?

Another indication of radicalisation was the break-up of the army, the
divorce between the government and the General Staff on the one hand and
the soldiers” councils on the other, which called into question the authority
of the Council of People’s Commissars, and deprived the traditional state
apparatus and the ruling classes of their best-tempered weapon.

The High Command met its first political defeat in the army at Ems on
1 December. The GHQ had convened a congress of the councils of the front-
line soldiers, which it hoped to induce to agree to the programme of the
high command: rapid calling of the Constituent Assembly; the power of the
councils to be abolished; the authority of officers to be re-established; and
civilians to be disarmed under the control of officers. However, Barth was
unexpectedly present at the congress, and to some extent he turned the
situation around. The delegates decided to send representatives to the Executive
in Berlin, and adopted subversive resolutions calling for external marks of
respect — saluting — to be abolished when off-duty, and for the soldiers” councils
to be re-elected.*

The High Command became anxious because the decision of the congress
at Ems showed that the soldiers” councils were slipping out of its control.
The growing anxiety in the camp of the counter-revolution led to the initiatives
of 6 December, which themselves were a powerful factor in radicalising the

2 Die Rote Fahne, 27 November 1918.

* Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit., p. 563.

* Vorwirts, 2 December 1918; Barth, op. cit., pp. 80-1; Illustrierte Geschichte der
deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 228.
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masses in Berlin and turning them against the Ebert government. A garrison
troop in Berlin, theoretically under the orders of Wels, marched on 5 December
to the Chancellery, and there hailed Ebert. Suppe, a NCO, announced that
the soldiers believed in Ebert, and would support him in the struggle against
‘reaction’ and ‘terrorism’. Ebert thanked them in the name of the government.
The next day, around four o’clock in the afternoon, an armed body of soldiers
led by a NCO named Fischer occupied the premises of the Executive of the
councils and arrested its members. Another troop, commanded by a NCO
named Spiero, went to the Chancellery and announced that it intended to
nominate Ebert as President of the Republic.® Finally, in the evening, soldiers
of the garrison fired with machine-guns on a demonstration of the League
of Red Soldiers.”

The operation was not well led, and no doubt had no great significance in
itself; the soldiers involved were not sure about what was going on, and a
speech was enough to confuse them. But it was a symptom of a certain state
of mind; it was followed the next day by the arrest of Liebknecht in the office
of Die Rote Fahne,® and is evidence of an anxiety which revealed itself in the
scale of the response to it over the following days. On 8 December, there were
100,000 demonstrators, and the workers organised punitive expeditions.’
Eichhorn instituted an enquiry whose findings increased anxiety, and pointed
suspicion at people around Ebert; it seems that not only Count Wolff-Metternich,
whom the protection of Wels had placed at the head of the People’s Naval
Division a few days before, was compromised, but also Colin Ross himself,
who resigned at this point, and Ebert’s private secretary, Moser."” The Majority
Social Democrats in the government, who had been accused of feebleness up
to that time, now began to be suspected of complicity.

At that particular time, Ebert was being put under great pressure by the
army chiefs. They were losing patience, and he yielded to some of their
demands, whilst doing his utmost to hide the fact. This is why he agreed,

5 Vorwiirts, 6 December 1918.

¢ Vorwiirts, 7 December 1918.

7 Die Rote Fahne, 7 December 1918; K. Wrobel, Der Sieg der Arbeiter und Matrosen,
Berlin, 1958, p. 30.

8 Die Rote Fahne, 8 December 1918.

? Wrobel, op. cit., p. 30, gives an account, based on eye-witness reports, of an attack
on the Hotel Bristol in the Unter den Linden, carried out by workers from Neukdlln.

10" A summary of the enquiry (the main points of which are to be found in the daily
press and in Eichhorn, op. cit.) is in Coper, op. cit., pp. 154-6.
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after an urgent intervention by Hindenburg in a letter of 8 December, that
ten divisions from the front and under the firm control of their officers should
enter the capital." Their commander, General Lequis, outlined a battle-plan:
disarm civilians, search the unreliable districts, and summarily execute anyone
‘who illegally exercises functions of authority’.!? But Ebert protested against
any plans that could trigger conflicts in Berlin, when their outcome remained
unpredictable. Major von Schleicher worked out a compromise on the basis
of which the soldiery would restrict themselves for the moment to a march
through the city in good order, from which ‘a psychological shock” was to be
expected, and the disarmament would be postponed to a later date.”® The
solemn entry of the troops gave Ebert the chance to make a speech in which
he declared that the German army had not been defeated by the enemy' —
a strong support for the legend that Germany had been ‘stabbed in the back’
by the revolutionaries. But the generals very quickly dropped their plan, for
the troops were escaping from their control. General Groener was to explain
later: ‘“The soldiers so much desired to go home that one could do nothing
with these ten divisions. The programme of purging Berlin of the Bolshevik
elements and of ordering arms to be handed in could not be carried out.”™

The army had returned from the front in good order, but could not hold
together when idle, nor in the atmosphere in the rear, especially in Berlin.
General Lequis even admitted that ‘the influence of the extraordinary
propaganda of the Spartacists is making itself felt”.’® Benoist-Méchin writes:
‘As soon as these divisions arrived in Berlin, they fell apart and collapsed.
One by one, the regiments were won by the contagion and went over to the
revolution.””’ It was clear that the army could not be used for fighting in the
streets; another instrument had to be found.

1 Evidence of General Groener to the Munich trial, cited in G. Ritter and S. Miller,
Die deutsche Revolution, Frankfurt-am-Main, 1968, p. 125.

12 Cited in Berthold and Neef, op. cit., p. 165.

3 Wheeler Bennett, op. cit., p. 31.

14 Vorwirts, 11 December 1918.

5 Cited in G. Badia, Les Spartakistes, Paris, 1966, p. 171.

16 Vossische Zeitung, 25 December 1918.

17 Benoist-Méchin, Histoire de I'armée allemande, Volume 1, Paris, 1936, p. 101.
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Battles around the army

The decisions which the Congress of the Councils, which was in other respects
under the influence of Ebert, adopted regarding the army indicate the feeling
amongst wide masses of working people which the delegates only partially
expressed. Even when they supported Ebert’s policy, they were not prepared
to follow him in his collaboration with the officer corps, which appeared to
them to be an anti-democratic force, whereas they wanted a form of socialism
which would be democratic.

Under the pressure of a demonstration of soldiers of the Berlin garrison,
of which Dorrenbach made himself the spokesman,*® the Congress of Councils
voted for a resolution moved by the Social Democrat Lamp’l from Hamburg.
The ‘Seven Hamburg Points” were agreed despite Ebert. They were a real
sentence of death on the old army: abolition of marks of rank, abolition of
discipline and of wearing uniform when off-duty, abolition of external marks
of respect, election of officers by the soldiers, and transfer of the army command
to the soldiers’” councils.”” Hindenburg was warned by his observer, Major
von Harbou, and informed Ebert that he would not agree to the ‘assassination’
of the German army, and would refuse to permit the decision of the Congress
to be implemented. He sent out a circular to that effect.”

On 20 December, two emissaries from Hindenburg, General Groener and
Major von Schleicher, in full uniform, met Ebert and Landsberg, and then,
with the People’s Commissars, tried to convince the Central Council.?! They
insisted that demobilisation must not be delayed, and that the final decisions
must be left to the Constituent Assembly. Again on 28 December, Haase was
to protest against the capitulation of Ebert and the non-application of the
decisions of the Congress, in a joint session of the Council of Commissars
and the Central Council.*? During this time, tensions were rising in Berlin,
where there were rumours that a military coup d’état was being prepared.

The clash was to take place over the troop of sailors who had become the
People’s Naval Division.” A contingent from Cuxhaven had joined a first

8 Allgemeiner Kongress, op. cit., column 123ff.

9 Ibid., column 181.

% Groener, op. cit., p. 475.

2 Ibid.; H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 184; Der Zentralrat der deutschen sozialistischen Republik,
19 Dezember 1918-8 April 1919, vom ersten zum zweiten Ritekongress, Leiden, 1968, pp.
44-54.

2 Der Zentralrat, op. cit., p. 78, n. 38.

% Wrobel (op. cit.), presents the account which is most favourable to the sailors.
But the other versions do not differ significantly.
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group which came from Kiel at the beginning of November. This troop was
under the command successively of Otto Tost, Count Wolff-Metternich and
then Fritz Radtke, and was used by Wels as a police force. He stationed it in
the Marstall, the stables of the palace, and entrusted it with bringing the castle
back under control, which was held by ‘uncontrollables’.**

Relations deteriorated in December. The sailors, probably under the influence
of the former Lieutenant Dorrenbach, who was close to Liebknecht, became
radicalised, and the division joined the demonstration of the Spartacists and
the League of Red Soldiers on 21 December.® The Prussian Minister of Finance
protested against the numbers of this division being increased, and called for
it to evacuate the castle and the Marstall.* The People’s Commissars demanded
that its numbers be reduced from 3,000 to 600 men, but the sailors demanded
that the redundant men be integrated into the defence forces of the Republic.”
To cut matters short, Wels warned that they would not be paid until the
numbers had been brought down to the figure intended.?® The councils of
the soldiers of the garrison of the capital demanded that the strength of the
division be increased.”

Negotiations developed in a very tense atmosphere. According to the sailors,
Wels had threatened their leader, Radtke, that he might use Lequis’s troops
against them.* An agreement was finally reached on 21 December: the sailors
agreed to vacate the premises and return the keys to Wels, and he, in exchange,
undertook to pay them what was owed.* On 23 December, the sailors evacuated
the palace, and returned the keys to Barth.*> Barth approached Wels about
paying the sailors, and Wels referred him to Ebert. The sailors went to the
Chancellery, but could not find Ebert there, and gave free rein to their anger;
they closed the doors, blocked the telephone exchange, and marched on the
Kommandantur to demand their money.*

# [llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 254.
? Ibid., p. 264; H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 227.
% [llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 255; H. Miiller, op. cit.,
p. 227.
¥ H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 227.
8 Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 255.
» Resolution in H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 226.
O Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 255.
* H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 266.
2 Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 255; H. Miiller, op. cit.,
p. 228.
# H. Miiller, op. cit., pp. 256, 228.
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On the way, they came under fire, which they returned, and were then
machine-gunned from an armoured car under Wels’s command. There were
three dead and many wounded. Convinced that they had been led into a
trap, they arrested Wels and two of his colleagues as hostages, and shut
them up in the Marstall. Dorrenbach succeeded in convincing them that they
should evacuate the Chancellery. However, Ebert had meanwhile appealed
for help to the High Command, Lequis’s troops were sent out with very strict
orders to restore calm and break up the naval division, and they occupied
the Chancellery that evening.** An armed confrontation seemed probable,
but Barth and then Ebert placed themselves between the sailors and the
soldiers. In the end, the sailors agreed to fall back to the Marstall.*® At three
o’clock in the morning, they set free their hostages, except Wels. But orders
had been given to Captain Pabst of the Guards Cavalry Division, to attack
the Marstall in order to free the hostages. At seven o’clock in the morning,
they began to shell the Marstall, which they had encircled. The shelling went
on for two hours.*

The sound of gunfire had alerted the Berlin workers, who gathered in their
districts and marched towards the centre. At the moment when Captain Pabst,
who believed he was on the point of victory, gave the sailors twenty minutes

to lay down their arms, the crowd took him in the rear. Benoist-Méchin relates:

The multitude advanced like a tide to fling itself upon the barrier of soldiers
which General Lequis had posted to defend the shock troops. They asked
the soldiers whether they were not ashamed of making common cause with
the officers against the people. The soldiers hesitated and were quickly
overrun. Some threw down their rifles, and others were disarmed by the
demonstrators. The barrier was broken down in the twinkling of an eye,
and the crowd rushed shouting at the rear of the Guards Cavalry posted in
front of the Marstall.”

It was a disaster for the officers, whom Eichhorn’s men only saved with great
difficulty from being lynched. The government not only had to pay the sailors,

3 [llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 256, H. Miiller, op. cit.,
p- 229.

% [llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 256, stresses Barth’s role,
whilst Miiller stresses that of Ebert.

% [llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 258, H. Miiller, op. cit.,
p- 230.

7 Benoist-Méchin, volume 1, op. cit., p. 118.
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but also to withdraw the Lequis division from Berlin. Wels left the garrison
command, and Anton Fischer took his place.

The great loser in this affair was Ebert. The Berlin workers saw him as the
accomplice of the military. In the Cabinet, the Independent ministers became
refractory. They themselves were under pressure from their followers, who
called on them to break with the ‘traitors” and “promoters of counter-revolution’,
and demanded explanations at least. Who gave the order to attack the Marstall,
when the problem was in the course of being settled? Did the Social Democrats
approve the initiatives of Winnig, who in the East was participating in an
anti-Bolshevik crusade in the Baltic states? Did Ebert and his colleagues intend
to apply the ‘Seven Hamburg Points’? These questions were raised in the
Central Council,” and the Independents regarded the explanations that they
received as inadequate. They refused to share the responsibility which their
Majority colleagues accepted for the events of 24 December, and on 29
December decided that Haase, Barth and Dittmann should resign.*” Their
comrades in the Prussian government did likewise.*!

This gesture had all the effect which Luxemburg had expected when she
had demanded of Haase a fortnight earlier that he withdraw from the
government. The resignation of the Independent Commissars, which resulted
from the radicalisation of the Berlin masses, was also a factor in speeding up
that process. But it also pushed the Majority towards greater dependence on
the army chiefs.

Towards civil war

The departure of Haase and his colleagues deprived Ebert, at least in Berlin,
of valuable support. The crowd which accompanied to the cemetery on 29
December the bodies of the sailors who had been killed at Christmas carried
a huge banner: “We accuse Ebert, Landsberg and Scheidemann of murdering
the sailors.”*> However, on the same day, the SPD organised a counter-

demonstration, apparently still more numerous,* bearing the slogan, ‘Down

% H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 232.

¥ Der Zentralrat, op. cit., pp. 85-6, 89-94.

4 Freiheit, 29 December 1918.

4 Der Zentralrat, op. cit., pp. 185-6.

2 R. Miiller, Der Biirgerkrieg in Deutschland, Berlin, 1925, p. 20.

# This is what Heckert claimed at the Congress (Der Griindungsparteitag der KPD,
op. cit., p. 116); he estimated the number of these demonstrators at 160,000.
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with the Bloody Dictatorship of the Spartacist League!** Both sides were
preparing for civil war.

The process of radicalisation of the Berlin workers was profound but, above
all, contradictory. The November Revolution had been victorious without a
real battle; it had reinforced the myth of unity, and had sown the illusion that
everything would be easy. In two months, the workers of the capital had
become aware of their strengths, and at the same time of their weaknesses.
The conquests which they had thought secure had escaped them at the precise
moment when they understood how powerful they were. On 6 December,
they began to learn the inspiring effectiveness of tens and hundreds of
thousands of people shoulder to shoulder in the streets. If they were so
numerous on 16 December when they answered the call of the Spartacists to
demonstrate outside the Congress of Councils — to the surprise of the organisers
themselves — it was because, having tested their strength, they were now
trying vaguely to make use of it, in order to check what they perceived as a
retreat, without being able to explain it except as a ‘betrayal’. It was like this
in July 1917 in Petrograd. As Trotsky put it: ‘Before they could find the path
to a change of the personal composition of the soviets, the workers and
soldiers tried to subject the soviets to their will by the method of direct
action.”®

In this situation, the appeals of the USPD and those even of Die Rote Fahne
to take part in the electoral campaign seemed a ridiculous way to fight against
an adversary who had mortars, machine-guns and grenades, but whom they
now knew was not invincible in street battles. After the Christmas days, the
workers of Berlin made their leap forward without concerning themselves
with the rest of Germany. They were driven by a vague awareness that
immediate revolutionary violence was their only effective weapon against
counter-revolutionary violence. On this point, they agreed with the Spartacist
leaders: the Revolution was in danger, and they would have to fight.

However, the ways and means of this combat remained obscure to most
of them. A workers’ insurrection could hardly count on an organised military
force. The Spartacists and the League of Red Soldiers called for a red guard
to be formed, though they could neither lead nor staff it. The League of Red
Soldiers had some units, and Eichhorn had his security forces. The garrison

# R. Miiller, Der Biirgerkrieg, op. cit., p. 21.
# L.D. Trotsky, History of the Russian Revolution, London, 1977, p. 576.
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at Spandau, which was influenced by the Spartacist von Lojevski regarded
itself — and was regarded — as a revolutionary formation. Dorrenbach, who
was linked to Liebknecht, enjoyed unchallenged authority with the sailors of
the People’s Naval Division, though they were far from seeing themselves
as ‘Spartacists’ or even sympathisers.* In any case, these units were scattered
and far from in political agreement. They lacked both a general staff and close
contact with the workers in the big factories. The armed proletariat in Berlin
was definitely not a proletarian army. It was a crowd with the impulses
and passion of a crowd, whilst its autonomous detachments believed in
the effectiveness of action by active minorities. From this point of view, the
successive occupations of Vorwirts have led to many arguments. We cannot
deny that ‘uncontrollable elements’ or even provocateurs played a role, but
that does not explain everything. Interventions of that kind are effective and
attract attention only in a favourable situation and in particular in the midst
of an impatient crowd where only the language of a revolutionary novice
can touch the heart of the demonstrators, because it echoes their own feelings.

The break-up of the coalition government and the dispersion of the myth
of unity, together with the suicide of the councils at their own congress, left
the Berlin workers with nothing but their weapons and a sharp feeling of
imminent danger for which they could see no political remedy. In December
1918 in Berlin, as in Petrograd in July 1917, the radicalised masses saw in
armed struggle the simplifying short cut which would cut the Gordian knot
of the political arguments in which they no longer wanted to be involved. But,
in Berlin, there was no Bolshevik Party to open up a perspective of political
struggle, nor to lead them into a necessary retreat after the setbacks of the
first armed demonstrations and the consequences thereof, which could easily
have been foreseen.

There were swings of opinion amongst the revolutionary leaders. The
revolutionary delegates condemned the occupation of Vorwiirts, but the KPD(S)
Congress also rejected the analysis of Levi and Luxemburg. Those who should
have been leaders were giving contradictory signals to those who were looking
for a way forward, and their differences could be seen. This was a factor that
severely affected the desire of the masses to advance, as Trotsky noted: ‘More

 After Die Rote Fahne described them as solid supporters of the proletarian revolution,
representatives of the division replied in Vorwirts that they had ‘nothing to do with
the Spartacists” (Bock, op. cit., p. 112).
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than anything else, indecisiveness in their leaders exhausts the nerves of the
masses. Fruitless waiting impels them to more and more insistent knockings
at that door which will not open to them, or to actual outbreaks of despair.”*

However, at this moment the counter-revolution found precisely what the
revolutionaries lacked, a leadership able to analyse the relation of forces, and
an instrument, a trained, disciplined force. The leader was no longer Ebert,
who had been buffeted in the storms of December. It was a member of his
party, a Social-Democratic deputy who for many years had enjoyed the confi-
dence of the officer corps, Gustav Noske. He now joined the government with
Rudolf Wissell and Paul Lobe, to replace the Independents who had resigned.*
This man was determined. ‘One of us has to do the job of executioner’, he
declared.”

There could be no more question of relying on the traditional army to
restore order. Since the Lequis misadventure, it did not exist. However, some
officers who foresaw that the army would crumble had been occupying
themselves for several weeks in saving certain élite units from the disaster.
Following a conference on 6 December at the headquarters of General Sixte
von Arnim, General Maercker had formed within his unit ‘a Free Corps of
volunteer light infantry’, like those which had been formed in the East to
combat Bolshevism.®* The Maercker formations were intended for civil war;
they were organised, armed and trained for this purpose. The men who
composed them were volunteers receiving special pay, and prepared for
specific tasks: ‘Occupation of stations and control points, protection of depots
of matériel and munitions, policing ports, defending public premises, clearing
streets and open spaces, and taking buildings by assault.”” When they joined
they took a special oath of loyalty ‘to the provisional government of Chancellor
Ebert” until the Constituent Assembly had formed a ‘definitive government’.”

When the conflict over the Marstall broke out on 24 December in Berlin,

¥ Trotsky, History of the Russian Revolution, op. cit., pp. 518-19.

# The semi-official representative of President Wilson, Dresel, wrote that Noske
was an energetic man, capable of repressing the putsch or the disorders which,
moreover, he foresaw (cited by Drabkin, op. cit., p. 442). The same author stresses
(pp. 423-42) the link between the formation of the Free Corps and a foreign policy of
rapprochement with the Entente and of military struggle against the Bolsheviks,
especially in the Baltic states.

* Noske, op. cit., p. 68.

%0 Benoist-Méchin, Volume 1, op. cit., p. 142.

1 Ibid., p. 143.

%2 L. Maercker, Vom Kaiserheer zur Reichswehr, Leipzig, 1922, p. 53.
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General Maercker already had available 4,000 volunteers. They were installed
near Berlin, but a long way from its crowds, in the camp at Zossen. On
4 January, Ebert and Noske were invited by General von Liittwitz, who had
replaced Lequis, to review these men whom they regarded with amazement
because they were ‘real soldiers’. Noske leaned over to Ebert and said: “Don’t
worry! Now you will see that the wheel is going to turn!">

At this point, General von Liittwitz had over 80,000 men under his command
around Berlin.** There can be doubt that their officers counted on using them
in the capital.” Time was perhaps working for the Revolution; the problem
for its conscious enemies was to strike decisively whilst they had the means

to do so, and not let it advance.

The Eichhorn affair
The Eichhorn affair was what provided the pretext for the trial of strength,

and it was seized by both sides. The police chief in the November Revolution
was an old Social-Democratic activist, an old radical, one of the founders
of the USPD. He was often called ‘the German Caussidiere’ in memory of
1848 — and for the Majority Social Democrats, he was one of the men to be
brought down. They had tolerated until then his presence in the police
headquarters because they did not have the power to depose him without
destroying the coalition government. But the resignation of the Independents
left their hands free in this respect. As a homogeneous government, they were
determined to appoint their own people to executive positions. Having made
up their minds on repression, they could not tolerate at the police headquarters
a man whose sympathies with the revolutionaries were known.
Nonetheless, they acted with prudence. On 29 December, their trusted
agent, Anton Fischer, made contact with some of Eichhorn’s collaborators,
and put to them coded proposals based on their agreeing to join the units

of which he was in charge.”® Then on 1 January, Vorwidrts launched the

% Ibid., p. 64.

> Drabkin, op. cit., p. 480.

% General Groener was later to declare that Noske had appealed to Ebert on 29
December to ‘lead troops against the Spartacists’ (Der Dolchstossprozess in Miinchen,
Munich, 1925, p. 225).

% [llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 260.
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attack on Eichhorn in nothing less than a campaign of defamation. It accused
him of having received ‘Russian gold” as an employee of the Rosta, having
illegally bought arms, and possessing stolen foodstuffs. The Social-Democratic
newspaper declared that the presence of Eichhorn in his post was ‘a danger
to public security’.”” On 3 January, Eichhorn was summoned to the Prussian
Ministry of the Interior, where he was accused by a privy councillor, Doyé,
a collaborator of the Social-Democratic Minister of the Interior Hirsch, of the
worst misdeeds, from swindling to armed robbery. On 4 January, the Prussian
Cabinet, on the proposal of Hirsch, decided to dismiss him and to replace
him with the Social Democrat Ernst.”® However, Eichhorn refused to give
way,” and he had the support of the organisations of the Left in Berlin, from
the Independents to the IKD by way of the Spartacists and the revolutionary
delegates.

Arthur Rosenberg has tried to account for Eichhorn’s attitude and his refusal
to abandon his post, and concludes that it cannot be explained rationally,
speaking of Eichhorn’s ‘caprices’. The resignation of the Independent Eichhorn
ought, in his view, to have naturally followed that of the Independent ministers;
it was not conceivable that a position of such importance could remain in the
hands of a man whose hostility to the Majority Social Democrats and whose
sympathies with the revolutionaries were so well-known. Nor did the
Independents have any right to stress the importance of this key position;
with this kind of reasoning they should never have called for their own
ministers to resign.®

In reality, the question was not situated on the juridical plane where
Rosenberg locates it. When Eichhorn refused to yield his place to Ernst, he
was responding to the sentiment of the Berlin workers, for in their eyes he
and his force, which had been strengthened in recent weeks by reliable activists,
constituted one of their last guarantees against the counter-revolutionary
undertakings which enjoyed the goodwill of the government, if not more
than that. The news of his dismissal provoked an explosion of anger which

expressed itself in resolutions, strikes and demonstrations.®

 Vorwiirts, 1 January 1919.
5% Kolb, op. cit., pp. 226-7.
% See his own explanation in Eichhorn, op. cit., pp. 60ff.
% Rosenberg, op. cit., p. 325.
! Illustrierte Geschichte der Novemberrevolution in Deutschland, op. cit., p. 308.
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The revolutionary delegates met on the evening of 4 January, and, for once,
were all in agreement: the retreat had lasted long enough, and an action to
reverse it was needed. This was exactly what the Communist Zentrale thought,
and they proposed to issue a call for a general strike. Luxemburg insisted
that there was no question of going beyond a simple protest strike, and that
at the same time they had to know both how far Ebert was ready to go and
how the workers in the other regions of Germany would react.” A year-and-
a-half later, a Communist who was present was to say:

In the evening of 4 January, the KPD Zentrale discussed the situation which
the measure against Eichhorn had brought about. There was complete
agreement on how to appreciate the situation. Everyone present thought
that it would be senseless to try to take over the government: a government
supported by the proletariat would not have lasted for more than a fortnight.
Consequently, the members of the Zentrale all agreed that they had to
avoid any slogans which necessarily would have meant overthrowing the
government of that time. Our slogans had to be formulated as follows: cancel
the dismissal of Eichhorn; disarm the counter-revolutionary troops (Suppe’s
guards, etc.); and arm the workers. None of these slogans implied bringing
down the government, not even that of arming the proletariat, in a situation
in which this government also still possessed a measure of support amongst
the proletariat, which could not be ignored. We all agreed about that; these
minimum slogans had to be defended with the greatest possible energy. It
had to be the necessary result of a powerful act of revolutionary will. . . . This

was the sense in which we launched our call for the demonstration.®

In fact, some disagreements remained, although they were not expressed,
and were probably not yet even perceived. Liebknecht confided to one of his
comrades, outside the meeting: ‘Our government is still impossible, it is true,
but a Ledebour government based on the revolutionary delegates is already
now possible.”®* Luxemburg was of the opinion, which seemed reasonable,

that even if they could aim at bringing down the Ebert government in Berlin,

62 Miiller, Der Biirgerkrieg, op. cit., p. 30.

8 Die Rote Fahne, 5 September 1920. Levi was probably the author of this article;
in any case it expresses his point of view.

¢+ Radek, October, op. cit., p. 137.
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such an initiative would be senseless, because the provinces were not ready
to follow. Circumstances were to ensure that this divergence widened.

For the moment, agreement was not hard to reach in the revolutionary
leaderships. On the morning of 5 January, the USPD in Berlin, the revolutionary
delegates and the Communist Party distributed a joint leaflet calling for a
demonstration at two o’clock in the Siegesallee: “Your freedom is at stake!
Your future is at stake! The fate of the Revolution is at stake! Long live
international revolutionary socialism!”® The Berlin organisation was calling
for a demonstration and nothing more. The sole aim was, as their leaflet
pointed out, ‘to show that the revolutionary spirit of the November days is
not extinguished’,*® and not to take up positions for a battle. This battle was
approaching, but not immediately. It was the response of the masses to the
call for the demonstration which would indicate what to do next.”

But the protest developed on a scale which surprised the organisers
themselves. The heart of the capital was occupied by hundreds of thousands
of demonstrators, all the way from the Siegesallee to the Alexanderplatz,
where, from the balcony of the police headquarters, Ledebour, Liebknecht,
Ddumig and Eichhorn himself acknowledged the power of the assembled
workers, and hailed this vast display of their determination. Eichhorn said:
‘I got my job from the Revolution, and I shall give it up only to the Revolution.”®

A year later, the Communist leader already quoted recalled this

demonstration:

What we saw [that day] in Berlin was perhaps the largest proletarian mass
action in history. We do not believe that there were demonstrations on this
scale in Russia. From the Roland statue to the Siegesallee, the proletarians
were marching, rank upon rank. There were marchers far away in the
Tiergarten. They had brought their weapons, and they carried their red
banners. They were ready to do anything and to give anything, even their

lives. It was an army of 200,000 such as no Ludendorff had never seen.®

6 The full text of the leaflet is in Dokumente und Materialen, Volume 2/2, op. cit.,
pp- 9-10.

s Ibid., p. 10.

67 Statement by Ledebour, Ledebour-Prozess, op. cit., pp. 4ff.

% Die Rote Fahne, 6 January 1919.

% Die Rote Fahne, 5 September 1920.
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For the organisers of the demonstration, the number of demonstrators, their
determination and willingness to struggle were a new factor. Not only was
the revolutionary spirit of November not dead, but it had never been so alive.
The broadest Berlin masses wanted to fight; they would not allow their
demonstration to be a gesture with no future.

A step on the road to insurrection

Our Communist witness continues his account:

It was then that the incredible happened. The masses were there very early,
from nine o’clock, in the cold and the fog. The leaders were in session
somewhere, deliberating. The fog grew heavier, and the masses were
still waiting. But the leaders deliberated. Midday came, bringing hunger
as well as cold. And the leaders deliberated. The masses were delirious
with excitement. They wanted action, something to relieve their delirium.
No one knew what. The leaders deliberated. The fog grew thicker, and
with it came twilight. The masses returned sadly homeward. They had
wanted some great event, and they had done nothing. And the leaders
deliberated. They had deliberated in the Marstall. They continued in the
police headquarters, and they were still deliberating. The workers stood
outside on the empty Alexanderplatz, their rifles in their hands, and with
their light and heavy machine guns. Inside the leaders deliberated. At the
police headquarters, the guns were aimed, there were sailors at every corner,
and in all the rooms overlooking the street there was a seething mass of
soldiers, sailors and workers. Inside the leaders were sitting, deliberating.
They sat all evening, and they sat all night, and they deliberated. And they
were sitting at dawn the next morning — and still deliberating. The groups
came back to the Siegesallee again, and the leaders were still sitting and
deliberating. They deliberated and deliberated and deliberated.”

Those deliberating were the Berlin leadership of the USPD, Ledebour, Ddumig,
Eichhorn’s deputy Grylewicz, the revolutionary delegates, Scholze and others,
and two members of the Communist Zentrale, Karl Liebknecht and Wilhelm

Pieck.”” The problem which they were debating was indeed a complicated

70 Tbid.
' The fullest account of the ensuing discussions is to be found in R. Miiller, Der
Biirgerkrieg, op. cit., pp. 30ff.
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one. They all felt that a retreat on their part in the Eichhorn affair would be
a great disappointment to the Berlin workers, that it would not be understood,
and that it would no doubt lead to discouragement and loss of forces. They
also thought that they could not fight by half-measures, and that, if there was
a battle, it would be a decisive one. Many amongst them thought that the
best form of defence was attack. People were saying that the forces of order
were showing hesitation, and that Fischer’s men refused to obey when he
ordered them to seize the police headquarters.

The Communist Zentrale had not met since the preceding evening, when
it had unanimously thought that they could and should get Eichhorn’s
dismissal reversed, the counter-revolutionary troops disarmed, and even the
proletariat armed. They all thought it would have been wrong to issue slogans
which could provoke a fight to bring the Ebert government down. But since
then there had been the great demonstration, and Liebknecht and Pieck could
reasonably think that the situation had progressed.

Amongst the other leading figures present,”” many thought that they could
easily seize power, a question which they approached only in terms of the
military relation of forces. Were the revolutionaries sufficiently organised to
join a fight which could not fail to be the decisive battle? This was the opinion
of Dorrenbach. He was a talented agitator with great influence over the sailors
of the division stationed in the Marstall, and declared that the sailors were
only waiting for a sign to struggle alongside the workers to bring the Ebert
government down. He added that, according to his information, the largest
part of the Berlin garrison was in a similar frame of mind. He ended by saying
that he knew from a reliable source that several thousand men, encamped at
Spandau with 2,000 machine-guns and 20 field-guns, were ready to march
on the capital: they must go forward. Ledebour was convinced, and Liebknecht
threw the weight of his prestige into the balance; they both thought that it
was no longer enough to protest against the dismissal of Eichhorn, but that
they must launch a struggle for power since this was possible.”

The unusual alliance of Ledebour and Liebknecht was decisive. The meeting
did not take into account the warning by a soldiers” delegate, Albrecht, who

2 Namely, revolutionary delegates and left Independents. Some were there with
several different mandates, such as Anton Grylewicz, revolutionary delegate, vice-
chairman of the USPD at Berlin and Eichhorn’s deputy. H. Weber, Die Wandlung des
deutschen Kommunismus, Volume 2, Frankfurt-am-Main, 1969, p. 145.

7 [llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 274; Miiller, Der Biirgerkrieg,
op. cit., pp. 30-8, 46.
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disputed not merely Dorrenbach’s evaluation of the state of mind of the
garrison, but also his confidence in the attitude of the sailors.” Richard Miiller,
who chaired the meeting, thought like Liebknecht that the masses were in
the process of taking the revolutionary road, but he disputed that the moment
had come to launch in Berlin an attack which at best could end only in a
victory in the capital alone, for a vanguard isolated from the rest of the
country.”

Ddumig supported him, saying that it was not a matter of seizing power
just for a few days in an ephemeral Berlin Commune, but of winning
conclusively on the national scale. But, this time, Richard Miiller and Daumig
were in a minority. They only got six votes.”® So, almost unanimously, the
meeting decided to test the possibility of overthrowing the government. For
this purpose it appointed a ‘revolutionary committee’ of fifty-two members
to lead the movement, and, as soon as necessary, to elevate itself into a
provisional revolutionary government pending the re-election of the councils
and a new congress being called. At its head were three chairmen with equal
rights, Ledebour, Liebknecht and Paul Scholze.” It was too heavy a structure,
doomed to impotence. Ddumig again denounced adventurism, refused to
share any responsibility for it, and left the hall.

At the same moment, there occurred an incident, the consequences of which
were decisive, but on which there remains much more light to be shed. A
group of armed workers acting independently once again occupied the Vorwiirts
building.” Other groups during the night occupied in turn the principal
publishing and newspaper firms,” probably in the hope of hardening the

™ Ibid., and H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 252.

”» H. Miiller, op. cit., p. 253.

76 Both Robert and Hermann Miiller name Daumig, Robert Miiller, Eckert, Neuendorf,
Rusch and Malzahn.

77 Illustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., p. 275; Ledebour Prozess,
op. cit., p. 53.

78 llustrierte Geschichte der deutschen Revolution, op. cit., pp. 280-1, specifies that the
initiative was taken in the course of the actual demonstration outside the police
headquarters by a café waiter called Alfred Roland, later exposed as an agent provocateur.
The fact was confirmed by an inquiry by the Prussian Landtag, by several statements
at Ledebour’s trial, and was endorsed by Richard Miiller (Drabkin, op. cit., p. 486,
n. 23). But it is undeniable that ultra-left elements who were in no way provocateurs
took part in this occupation from the very beginning; the best-known was the writer
Werner Moller, one of the leaders of the IKD in Berlin before the founding of the
KPD(S). Bock (op. cit., p. 435) says that he was one of the leaders of leftist activism
in the capital.

” Namely, the press firms Bi