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Karl Korsch: Revolutionary Theoty



Korsch's Revolutionary Marxism

By Douglas Kellner

Karl Korsch is being increasingly recognized as one of the most interest-
ing, neglected, and relevant political theorists of the century.! Korsch'’s
early works contain reflections on workers' control and industrial de-
mocracy, focusing on the theme of the socialization of society, His essays
on the transition to socialism and critique of both Social Democratic re-
formism and Soviet state socialism remain provocative contributions, He
was one of the first to criticize the repressive turn of the Soviet Union
under Stalin and developed a sharp critique of authoritarian communism.
He also evolved a critique of Leninism, which he believed had become a
fetter on the working-class movement that had to be removed to make
possible 2 new era of revolution, Korsch was one of the most original and
interesting proponents of revolutionary Marxism, and his analysis of “the
crisis of Marxism” contains a challenging critique of the Marxian political
theory and theory of revolution.

Korsch was also an early opponent of nazism and developed a theoty of
fascism and counterrevolution on a world-wide scale to explain the de-
feats of the working-class movement and their failure to follow the Marx-
ian scenario, At the same time, he attempted to discover and elucidate
other models of social change in syndicalism and anarcho-communism,
and he studied the Paris Commune, the Russian Soviets, and the Spanish
Collectives as alternative forms of industrial and agricultural organiza-
tion. Further, Kotsch was ane of the first Western theorists to call atten-
tion to developments in the so-called Third World, which he perceived
might be a locale for the sort of social revolution that had failed to
materialize in Europe and America.

Korsch's works provide a privileged perspective through which to view
and interpret the process of revolution and counterrevolution that has
constituted the political dynamic of our beleaguered century. For Korsch
was both an impassioned patticipant in the political struggles in Germany
during the Weimar Republic and an illuminating interpreter of a fateful
stretch of modern history. His writings provide an attempt to grasp his
age in thought, to get a hold on historical reality through theory. More-
over, Korsch's theory was always geared toward political practice, toward
showing the possibilities of and obstacles to radical social change; hence,
his work provides a paradigm of the theorist of practice, of the political-
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theoretical activist. Although the triumph of nazism fqrced Korschlmto
an American exile that cut him off from participating in the centra p}?-
litical events of the day, he continued to reflect upon and mte’:rpret Fde
major movements of history. His essays in the 1930’s andh?94o s pz{ogl. ﬁ
penetrating insights into the movement of contemporary lStgt')é a.nl ri 1
liant critiques of theories which he felt offered a distosted and ideologica
i nt history. ) )

Plclzu;:sgli’i:teeraction x)\yrith his historical envi'ronm.ent requires detailed
reconstruction of the historical events to. which his writings were adre‘
sponse and an expression in order to provide the proper context to lun er-
stand his work. In a 1954 review of a Baku_n.m anthology, Korsc }11 com-
plained, “Unfortunately they [ Bakunin’s ?vntmgs:} do not appear er}i 1;1
close connection with the historical conditions and concrete actions W] 11c1 h
entered into every theoretical concept of Bakunin. Wlthout thim"dt e
living body of his ‘thought in action’ is transformeq into a purel y.lu eot:
logical system.”* The same holds f9r qusch. My mlfroductm‘n.wx ad
tempt to elucidate the *'close connection with the .hlstoncal co‘r,1d1txons an
concrete action which entered into every theoretical concept” of Korsch,
and to bring to life his “thought in action.”

Notes

1. A complete edition of Korsch's works is being prepared in Germany, and
translations of his major works are appearing in every Buropean language.
His works are being frequently discussed in Burope and there is a growing in-
terest in his work in the United States. Two examples: Claugho Pozzoli, ed.,
Uber Karl Korsch (Erankfurt: Fisher, 1973), and the Korsch issue of Telos

Winter 1975-76)-
262(. Karl Ko?gci,?'A) Bakunin Sampler,” Dissent 1, no. 1 (Winter 1954) :
110,

1. Korsch’s Road to Marxian Socialism

Little is known of Korsch's early life.! He was born on August 15, 1886,
in Todstedt, Germany, a small village southeast of Hamburg. He was
one of six children in a middle-class family. The father rose from secre-
tary in a city hall bureau to vice-president of a bank. He was well edu-
cated and had unfulfilled intellectual ambitions that were to be realized
in an unexpected way by his son Karl, The mother, on the other hand,
was not at all intellectual and was said to have maintained a rather untidy
appearance and household. His wife Hedda Korsch’s “Memories” con-
tain the most detailed information on Kogsch's family:

Korsch came from a medium middle-class background. His father
had been through secondaty school, had taken the Abitnr, and
possessed great intellectual ambition, He was very interested in
philosophy and wrote an enormous unpublished volume on the de-
velopment of Leibnitz’s theories of monads. He tried to put the
whole of the cosmos into this philosophical system. It was his life’s
work and purely theoretical, The family came from East Prussia,
from a farming background. But he wanted something more urban
and intellectual. Soon after he married Teresa Raikovsky, Korsch's
mother, they moved west to Todstedt, The father wanted to be
closer to western culture, and he disliked the agricultural Junker en-
vitonment in which they lived. Because although the Korsch family
themselves had only a modest-sized farm, the big estates were all
around them and his father had no interest in agriculture, His
mother was totally unconcerned with intellectual matters and never
read a thing, She was pretty and extremely temperamental: she
cooked well when she was in a good humour, burnt everything when
she was angry. She was terribly untidy and if there is one reason why
Karl was so tidy it was because of his mother.?

The family moved to Meiningen in the Thuringen region when Karl
was eleven, to provide better educational opportunities for the children.
Katl entered the local school (Gymnuasium) and did well in his studies.
When he was eighteen he moved into an abandoned garden house where
he read German literatute and Kant—fleeing into nature and a higher
aesthetic-philosophical world to escape from bourgeois reality: typical be-
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havior of German youth fed up with their surroundings and in search of
something more.® Michael Buckmiller, Korsch’s biographer, suggests that
Korsch began to put in question and oppose the society around him:
“His oppositional stance to his parents and school grew quickly as he in-
creasingly experienced the contradiction between beautiful sounding
phrases and the harsh petty-bourgeois reality which surrounded him: the
teachers who hammered with 2 Prussian cane the elevated moral values of
German culture into the pupils’ youthful heads and who were frequently
themselves rather pathetic alcoholics; his father who in his leisure wrote
lofty studies in natural philosophy on Leibnitz's theory of monads and
who tried to lead a harmonious and healthy life guided by science, while
in practice he led a self-dominating authoritarian regime and frequently
beat his children,"

In 1906 and 1907 Korsch studied successively at Munich, Geneva, and
Berlin to gain a broad foundation in philosophy and the humanities as
background for his studies in law. Korsch entered the University of Jena
in 1908 where he worked on a [aw degree and engaged in student poli-
tics. He joined a student group, the Frefe Studenten,® which militated for
a democratization and humanization of the University. Korsch was one of
its most active members, He became editor of the student newspaper and
organized lectures featuring socialist speakers, such as Edward Betnstein
and Karl Liebknecht, The students arranged contacts with workers in the
nearby Zeiss optical factory, which was presented as 2 model factory that
shared profits with the workers, instituted workers' democracy, heavily
financed the University, and built a culture center with lecture and theater
rooms. Korsch published many articles in the student newspaper and
actively participated in debates and lectures.’ On a lecture tour he met
Hedda Gagliardi whom he was to marty in 1913. Korsch graduated from
the Jena law school summa cum laude superato in xo171,

During this period Korsch became attracted to socialism through his
activities in the Freje Stwdenten group, his contact with local socialists
and social reformers in the Zeiss optical factory, and his study of socialist
literature, Hedda Korsch reports: “He was also a convinced socialist by
the time of his last year in school. He looked around to see if there were
any socialists among his school-mates, but he did not find any. He read
a lot: I do not know when he first read Marx but I am inclined to think
it was at school, becanse when he was a student he was an outspoken
socialist—by conviction, although not a member of any organization,””
The young Korsch had thus progressed from an attitude of withdrawal
from, and individualistic opposition to, German society to a stance of
reformist political activism, Like many intellectuals he was attracted to
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so-ci.alism but he saw socialism mainly as an ideal human society, and thus
criticized the Social Democrats, who in his view only represented partic-
ular interests (the working class) and thus did not embrace “the whole
future of the German nation.””s Nonetheless, he supported the practice of
the Social Democrats who “'through social-political reforms . . , would
introduce bearable conditions.”® Socialism was indeed necessary in his
view because the “capacity for culture’ of a nation “depended upon
whether it succeeded in eliminating a systemn of unlimited exploitation and
domination by violence, 10
The ideal of socialism for Korsch at this stage was not to be realized
thrpugh patliamentary politics or trade union activity but through edu-
cating broad segments of the public to progressive ideas and the ideals
of socialism, Korsch had thus overcome the romaatic individualist ten-
den.aes of many German youth, but still had a highly idealistic vision of
social change that was as much influenced by Kant as Marx.1*
In 1912 Karl and Hedda went to England where he had received 2
grant to translate and write 2 commentary on a legal text of Sir Ernest
Schu_stef'.12 The Korsches soon joined the Fabian society and became en-
thusxastm' patticipants in its young people’s group. Korsch published
many articles on the Fabian activities and his experiences in England in
tl}e German journal Die Tat,*® He was becomning an increasingly con-
vinced advocate of socialism and, in an interesting article in 1912, he
turned to a subject that was to be 2 life-long concern: the search for *“The
Socialist Formula for the Organization of a People’s Economy.” Korsch
complained that the socialists had not yet found “an adequate formula
for the construction and organization of 2 people’s economy” that went
beyond the demand for the “‘socialization of the means of production,’"2+
Alteady Korsch was criticizing the “leading dogmas of Marxism” and
searching for practical, viable plans to carry through and realize socialism,
He was sympathetic to Fabian proposals to gain public control of indus-
tty and their detailed plans to socialize society. Korsch believed that the
Fabians’ “matvelous undertaking” combined ““observation, experiment,
the.oretical study, fantasy, and the power of judgment’’; he urged German
socialists to develop similar detailed plans to socialize German society.®
Later he was to suggest that a Fabian society be developed in Germany
andl may have been instrumental in persuading his student and friend
Felix Weil to finance the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research, which
might have been modeled on the “Fabian Research Department.”:0
Interestingly, the qualities that Kotsch praised in the Fabians were to
become distinctive features of his own work. He praised the Fabians for
their “sharp critique of the existing society and will to reform the fu-
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“utopian impatience,” “knovyledge of
rd the simple and the practical. He
held the Fabians to be model democratic so'ciaflists and. agreed th}dl :ﬁ:ﬁ
educational goals, their efforts to create socxa‘l‘nst consciousness, an [heie
“propaganda by deed.”® He believed that “The .Fablan So.q.et)i sha s
with German Matxism the conviction that economic an.d political sc?cml

ism (the socialization of the means of production) wxl} come by zt:etf
whether or not we as individuals endorse or oppose this development.
They add to this theotetical insight, however,_ avery important m:z.entzt:;]ar;
of the will. They wish to awaken the practical will to the position tha

with this unavoidable transformation of the human economy, a 'huz.nan
culture, the ideal of humanity, will be demandc‘:d. And this ideal 51g,mf.i,el§
the higher development of the human race ( Man'and Superman’). N

Thete is little doubt from a close reading of Korsch's early essays that he
was heavily influenced by Fabian ideas. Although he was soon to turn
from their reformism and idealism to Marxian revolutionary mat?nalxsm,
the Fabian spirit of practical political activism was to long remain a fea-
ture of Korsch's theory and practice.®

ture.”"" He also approved off their
reality,” and theic “propensity towa

Korsch's Practical Socialism

When World War I broke out in 1914, Korsch’s ideals of pacifism,
social and political idealism, internationalism, and rationalism came up
against an increasingly brutal and barbaric reality. Korsqh reh_.lmed to
Germany and enlisted in the army, but remained true to his pacifist con-
victions throughout the war, refusing to bear arms even in the heat of
battle. He was twice demoted for his refusal to abey orders, was wounded,
and won the respect of his fellow soldiers for his convictions z}nd
bravery.®* “It is,” he wrote, “as if this quantitative increase in sufferm,g
had forced us to correctly perceive, feel, and experience the simple guali-
tative reality for the first time.”#* Despite his new insights into tl:ne utter
barbarism of capitalism, Korsch did not fall into nihilistic pessimism and
refused to suerender his ideals of 2 humanistic social order: “The simple
difference today from our eatlier position is that we do not yet feel sat-
isfied with the highest and deepest of our strivings.”#*

Korsch's hopes for radical social change were given a dual impetus by
the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the German revolution in 1918. The
surprising collapse of the German militaty and political order and .the
mass uprising of sailors, soldiers, and workers in the councils organiza-
tions, convinced Korsch and others that the transition to socialism was
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on the historical agenda, Korsch's militaty unit was known as the “red
company,” and he participated in the founding of a “soldiers’ council.”
The abdication of the Kaiser and the collapse of the ofd order signified
for Korsch that “the presuppositions are created under which a new
spirit can break into German politics that will make possible a funda-
mental transformation of the existing social order.””2¢
In January 1919, Korsch was invited by Robert Wilbrandt to serve as
an assistant in the socialist-dominated socialization commission, presided
over by Karl Kautsky, Their task was to prepare recommendations for
the socialization of the coal industry.?s Korsch concentrated his energies
at this time on working out a more general theory of socialization that
would provide an adequate concept of socialism. In this situation, where
it seemed that socialization was a real, indeed imminent, poessibility in
Germany, Korsch wrote a brochure, ""What is Socialization?''?® An im-
mediate and practical urgency informs this essay, which was concerned
with the burning question of the day: how can Germany be reconstituted
on a socialist basis? Korsch was appalled at the lack of a socialist theory
on these immensely practical and concrete questions: What s a socialist
society? How does one organize the economy on socialist principles? What
does socialization involve beyond nationalization of the means of produc-
tion? Social Democrats, such as Kautsky and Bernstein, as well as the
Spartacus League, had neglected such questions, thus manifesting, in
Korsch's view, an “incomprehensible backwardness of socialist tbeory in
regard to problems of practical realization.”* Korsch intended his wotk
to provide a “transitional program” which, through a system of “‘workers’
councils,” would begin the construction of socialism. Thus “What is
Socialization?”” was intended to fill a gap in socialist theory, and to address
itself to the most impostant practical issue of the day. To those who think
it was "utopian” or “idealistic”’ to expect a transition to socialism in Ger-
many at the time, let us cite an account by E. H. Carr which indicates that
socialist revolution was widely perceived to be a real possibility:

Never had the call to world revolution as the staple of Soviet for-
eign policy seemed more clearly justified by its fruits, While the
final blow that laid Germany low had been struck by others, there
was evidence—which no Bolshevik was likely to overlook or under-
estimate—of the part played by Bolshevik propaganda in demoral-
izing the German armies, The civil population was in revolt against
the horrors and privations of the war; the monarchy had fallen with-
out a blow amid general execration; workers’ and soldiers’ councils
on the Sovict pattern had been formed all over Germany, and the
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Berlin council had created the counterpart ofa Counc'il o’Iz P.eople’s
Commissars; Germany had entered its “Keren§ky period”; it seemed
inconceivable that, under the stimulus of Ru%smﬂ exam}?le and Rus-
sian encouragement, the parallel of the Russian revolution would
not be followed to the end. When Radek reached Berlin in Decem-
ber 1918 he had the impression that “nine-tenths of the”workers
were taking part in the struggle against the government™; other ob-
servers took much the same view . . . both then and fqr more than
two years after, the imminence of proletarian revolution in Gfermany
continued to haunt many who feared it as well as the Bolsheviks

who hoped for it.**

In a series of articles in the carly 1920's, Korsch grappled v.vith the
central problems of socialization and confronted issues that were ignored
or suppressed by his Social Democratic contemporaries. The ma]or'pr.ob-
lem in the construction of a socialist society is, he believed, that socializa-
tion involves two seemingly conflicting basic demands: first, in place of
the anarchy of the “free market” (which Korsch sarcastically remarked
is free mainly for capitalist exploiters), there will be a “planned adminis-
tration of production and distribution through society.”*® Secondly, con-
trol from below (workers' control) and industrial democracy must be
inaugurated to casry out the liberation of Iabor and to provide a life more
worthy of human beings: “through the immediate introduction of this
control from below the entire realm of production is transformed from a
private affair of individual exploiters of production into the public affair
of all the participants of production; hence the 'wage-slaves’ of the ?ld
system will be transformed with a stroke into co-participating (mitbestim-
menden) ‘working-citizens’ of a socialist state (sozialen Rechtsstaat) :”“

In attempting to carry through these two basic demands of socialxlza-
tion, certain problems arise which I shall call the contradictions of Social-
ist socialization, On one hand, Korsch stressed that “‘control from above”
—a central plan (requiring a central administration) to regulate the en-
tire economy—is absolutely essential to implementing socialism.® On the
other hand, control from below—workers' control and participation in
decision-making procedures—is required to realize the radical demands
for the liberation of labor. Korsch formulated this contradiction in **What
is Socialization?” as the conflict between production and consumption:
between the production plants with their interests and the consuming
public with their interests, This is a genuine conflict of interests, for
abolishing the capitalists’ right to own, exploit, and control the produc-
tion process simultaneously raises (1) the workers’ demand for division
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of profits among themselves and control of the labor process and (2) the
consumers’ demand for their share of the revenues of production and pub-
lic control over the production process, The task and challenge of social-
ism is to achieve a harmony, a balance, between these conflicting demands
and interests to make possible “the most fat-reaching antonomy and the
simultaneous insertion of all individual economic units into a planned
economy.”’ 3

Korsch showed that syndicalist and consumer cooperative projects of
organizing individual production and consumer units will come into con-
flict with the general public interest, Different syndicalist groups advo-
cated that the workers take over and socialize the industries in which they
worked so that coal miners would own and control the coal mines, rail-
road workers the train system, and so on, There was a wide-spread con-
sumer cooperative movement in Germany, France, and England that set
up alternative consumer units and businesses of all sorts.®* Korsch per-
ceived that giving total autonomy to syndicalist-controlled production
units and consumer cooperative units would create a series of conflicts
of interest and would reproduce certain contradictions and competition
of capitalism. Hence all production and consumer units must be coordi-
nated and regulated by public organs and a central plan.®* However,
Korsch opposed with special vehemence state socialism and social tech-
nologies that equate socialism with a nationalization of the economy car-
ried through by the state and controlled from above, thus failing to create
workers’ democracy or industrial autonomy.

Korsch believed that the way to overcome these conflicting demands
and interests is through instituting a system of workers’ councils: “‘social-
ism requires workers’ councils not only because it is socialistic, but because
it is also democratic, because it wants participation of all the people and
wants the best (Awslese) from everyone.”® Only the councils, in Korsch's
view, can fulfill Engels' demand for a total replacing of the capitalist
economic order that rests on unfree labor by a ** ‘socially planned regula-
tion of production according to the needs of the totality as well as evety
single individual.’ "'* The councils system would resolve the crucial prob-
lems in the construction of a socialist society: who can use the means of
production and for what purpose? What and how much will be produced?
How will production be organized? How will wages and profits be
divided? How will commodities be disttibuted? Solving these problems
requires what Korsch called “industrial autonomy” on the level of pro-
duction, and consumers’ associations representing the public as a whole
that will help assess public demand and social needs. Hence a councils’
system of production and consumer groups coordinated by a central plan
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responsive to the people will maximize. pr(‘)d.uction for social and individ-
ual need and maximize industrial and lndlvldlllal a.utonm;y. it of
There will be inevitable problems of coordination and con! écltjs 10 in-
terest but the councils system will provide a §ystem of C}I:efks a;xd WZ :;_.C:S-
i i ting society as a whole, & s
in which consumer groups represent > . r
counxils representing the workers in a given plant or industry will be

ized i i i iscussion groups on various levels
organized in assemblies, meetings, and discussion group

le with the problems of socialist sqcmlxza?lon. As the. people
tioc:ct{gg%ocialist consfiousness therfe will l?e u.lcreasmg colopte:f.lt;on indl
harmony between the various councils and it will be seen ; hai ’ e Ice? fa
plan and industrial autonomy, control fron,n above an cc}; to r(im
below, consumers’ associations and workers councils provide comple-
f a socialist democracy. .
me{g?;};}?f;‘; z:z:cns' system concept therefore corgta‘ins a critique of both
wstate socialism’ that attempts to implement socialism _from ;}bove, and
syndicalism that wishes to make the ind}vldual production units the §ole
organ of power in which the workess will own, control, and app;s)ll;mite
the profits for themselves. For whereas the first con.cep_t——by which the
state owns everything—would be a form of s‘tlate cantahsm, the program
of syndicalism—"'the mines to the miness,” “the railroads to the railway
workers,'—would be a form of product‘xon capitalism. Against ‘these
conceptions, Korsch urges “'pure comr.numty ptoperty f_or’ the totality of
producers and consumers” to be administered by a‘coun'cds‘ system.
The weakness of Korsch’s theory of socialization lies in the polmc.al
question of how this program is to be practically‘ impler.nente‘d.‘Th.e d;f
ficulties are readily apparent in the last section of "What is Socxahz.at{on. .
called, significantly, “What Should We Do——Educa.tx.ng for Socialism.
The last page contains the only discussion of the pqhtlcal means“thrc.n}gh
which socialization is to be caried out. Korsch prOJeFted: (1) “political
action” through state legislation and municipal ordinances; (2) devel-
oping cooperatives, and (3) economic action of the working class through
collective bargaining, co-patticipation in management and the transforma-
tion of individual ownership through class struggle. Korsch (.:onc.luded:
*The logical continuation of these latter means of stru.ggle is, in times of
revolutionary fervor, the struggle to remove the capitalist enterpriser from
control over the production process and to place him under the conttol
of the totality of plant participants; today this struggle is being fought
out in many individual plants according to the program of the Spartacus
League. This last means holds no terror for those who affirm the ideal
of socialism, It is not a means of socialization to be condemned on the
basis of some kind of moral precept; not any mote than political revolu-
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tion is a morally objectionable means of political emancipation.”* A con-
tradiction emerges here between the sort of political action through patlia-
mentary decree and municipal ordinance urged by the reformist Social
Democrats and the revolutionary struggles urged by the Spartacus League.
Korsch was not able to smooth over the contradictions between legal and
illegal action, reformist political measures and revolutionary syndicalist
labor struggles, between the parliamentary program of the Social Demo-
crats and the radical workers’ councils concept put forth by the Spartacus
League and other leftist groups. Korsch didn’t really take a stand with
one side or another in “What is Socialization?’’ and his other early writ-
ings on socialization, and thus could not at this point envisage any con-
crete and practical political or economic strategy which would bring about
the socialization process he so brilliantly outlined.

1t should be noted that Korsch's concept of socialization is formulated
as a “'transitional program,” or what Marx called the first stage of social-
ism (Korsch uses the term “first phase” of social or communal economy
in several places in *“What is Socialization?") .*® Hence he recognizes that
in the first phase of socialization “private self-interest” and even aspects
of a “market economy” will be operative and thus proposes “differ-
entiated compensation for varying achievement.” There are, moreover,
some remnants of Fabian elitism and perhaps a bourgeois production-
profit syndrome in some sections which urge that socialization utilize pri-
vate self-interest “as motivation for the most profitable and prolific pro-
duction possible even on a still greater scale of production”; that speak of
“resurrecting the capitalist spirit” as “worker capitalism” after its elimi-
nation as “‘owner capitalism’; and that quote from Bernard Shaw to the
effect that “the talented intellectual worker will be the last exploiter
(Awnsbenter) of society.”#® But Korsch quickly adds: “"Only gradually in
autonomons production, decontaminated by the cessation of the class
struggle between the capitalist ‘haves’ and the proletarian ‘have-nots,’ will
that sense of community develop which is the prerequisite for the estab-
lishment of the second and higher phase of social economy, in which the
working power of every individual, just as the material means of produc-
tion, will be community property, whereby every individual contributes
to social production according to their ability and in turn participates in
the profits of communal production according to need.”#*

Korsch concludes by stressing that the development of socialist con-
sciousness requires “‘a series of cultura] and political measures which can
be summarized by the term ‘socialization of education.’* In a 1919
article, “Die Politik im neuen Deutschland,” Korsch argues that “sociali-
zation of the economy and socialization of education are in fact only two
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sides of the same process of transition from a p.rivate.capitalist to a com-

munal socialist economy. The transition itself is nqt 1mp0rtar1t.on1y and

primarily for questions of production and cops.umptmn.of mg.tenal goqu,

but it is at the same time a cultusal and spiritual affair of immense 1m-
ott,”'+?

Korsch had been involved with educational reform bot}1 as a student
and in England where he wrote several articles on educa?xon.“ He now
ostulated a new socialist educational system grounded in an Einbeits-
schule where education (Bildung) “will be transferred from the privi-
lege of a favored class into a communal good, social property of the
totality."** Not only would education be extended t'o all classes in this
conception, but the very nature and content of education .would change to
produce socialist consciousness: “The sort of sc.hool which wants to pre-
pate the path for an evolving socialist community economy must alteady
develop in itself the spirit of the new economic order.” Above all, Korsch
wanted “to combine education and material production to abolish the
distinction between mental and material fabor.”#¢ This in effect would
abolish intellectuals as a separate class and would, as Gramsci envisioned,
make every worker an intellectual in the sense that they would share in
the general level of culture. Moreover, education would be more closely
connected with industry and productivity: “on one hand, in all cases edu-
cation of the older students in the higher classes would be connected with
a limited amount of real material productive labor in industry and agri-
culture, while, on the other hand, even after one passed through school
and college, there would still be accessible to the workers a continuing
further education.”*!

Korsch also envisaged progressive education modeled on the “Freie
Schulgemeinde” where his wife had once taught,*® which would intro-
duce co-education, non-hierarchical comradely relations between students
and teachers, and would thus provide an organization of education pat-
allel to the workers' councils’ organization of industry: “the ‘free schools’
are aiming at autonomous education and must already be models in the
present that realize in a pure form that which the ‘free economic organiza-
tions’ of  distant future can first universally become: places of wotk in
which necessary labor serving the common good . . . will be performed
out of love of the subject-matter and out of devotion ta the community,”*®

The mote immediate, pressing problem for intellectuals was, Korsch
believed, to convince the people of the necessity now for socialism and
to combat reactionary anti-socialist ideologies. Korsch postulated the need
to develop a “new spirit of German politics” through rejecting the ‘‘hate-
ful militarism” of the old Germany and cultivating a new spirit of free-
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dom. This new all-pervasive freedom could only be created through a
socialist reconstruction of the economy and education to increase the reaim
of autonomy in all areas of life, Korsch is taking the position here that
he would reiterate in his 1930 reflections on Marxism and Philosophy:
“Socialism, both in its ends and in its means, is a siuggle to realize
freedom.”* He saw the demand for socialism as 2 task for “practical
idealism" and talked in Kantian terms of a “‘duty” to construct socialism:
*“The duty toward socialization, toward the realization of socialism, stands
before all other duties in Germany, It is identical with the duty to love
your neighbor, identical with the duty of self-preservation. The historical
task of practical socialism is to inexorably demand its fulfillment, to mar-
shal together all spiritual powers in resolute action,”®
Korsch called his theory at this time "‘practical socialism,” which he

defined 2s a third way between a purely intellectual socialism conceived
as a “pure science” and a reformist socialist politics that eschews theory.®
Practical socialism combines theory and practice in a dialectical unity.
Practical socialism rejects the view that socialism automatically proceeds
from economic development as a necessary and inevitable process, and

stresses “conscious human activity (Marx's ‘revolutionary praxis’). It
holds that the presupposition, indeed the making possible, of socialist
construction cannot dispense with a faith that moves mountains, a will to

transform the world and creative human activity.'ss Korsch is stressing

here the necessity of cultivating the subjective factors of revolutionary

consciousness to make possible socialist revolution—a theme to which he

will often return, The practical socialist should recognize that "'capitalism

is impossible in the future and that socialism does not come about by

itself. "Thus the practical socialist will direct all of his consciousness and

endeavor, and put into motion all the powers of his thought and all the

passion of his will, to begin and carry through socialist construction before

it is too late.”s In this way the practical socialist will adhere to *‘a social-

ism in which science, faith, and readiness for socialist action will be

molded together in an inextricable unity. And that is practical

socialism,”s®

Korsch’s writings on socialization represent a transitional phase be-

tween his eatlier Social Democratic/Fabian reformism and his move to

Marxian revolutionary materialism. Indeed, it appears that at the time
of writing “What is Socialization?*’ Korsch had but a simplistic undet-

standing of the Marxian critique of political economy. With characteris-

tic energy and enthusiasm, Korsch delved into an intense study of Marx
in the early 1920's and praised the **Faustian knowledge of Marx" whom

he characterized as that "Copernicanlike founder of the science of politi-
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cal economy.”®® Korsch had now tmly begun his lifelong relationship
with Marxism that would involve him in a series of .fateful events.

As Korsch moved toward revolutionary Marxism, he deyeloped a
polemic against Social Democratic refoles».m which hfe belheved. }Lad
failed to perceive the primacy of production in tlfe Marxian tleor_y, that
radical change must begin with the transformation of the r.elatwm of
production, and that for Matx, “a f}mdamfental Festructurmg of _the
social relations af distribution is simply impossible w1thqut a restructuring
of the relations of production which are the foundatlon for all social
relations.”s” Hence, “every serious socia}'pf)lltlcal feform, every t?etter
and more just distribution of goods wﬁhm‘a 'ba’s,xcally capitalistically
organized economy is bound by insurpassable {zmn‘x. % Moreover, Korsch
came to believe that from a genuinely Marxist sta.ndgomt, sc?cxahz.atlon
could not come about “‘through pure thought and the ideological vfull of
talented social technicians,” but rather only t.hrougt‘x IEVOI.utu.mary
struggle; here he decisively moves away from his ?arlxer Fal?lamsx.n."
Later he criticized as “socialization opium” the projects of I-'hlferf:hng,
Kautsky, and others who wanted to leave socialization to functionaries of
the Social Democratic government.®® He concludfed, Only when from
scientific knowledge we have deeply grasped the 1rqp95§1b111ty, tpe com-
pletely illusory character, of that seemiggl.y s0 ‘feal‘lstlc. connection ofa
capitalistic production policy with a socialistic distribution policy can we
become practical socialists.”* ) .

In the early r920's, Korsch moved toward a revqlutlonary socmh'st
position. This is clear in “Fundamentals of Socialization,” translated in
this anthology, which Rusconi describes as “the most important of .thIS
period,” and “'the first blueprint of Korsch’s Marxism,”*? -In this article,
Korsch suggests that the working class movement has failed “to grasp
the essentials of ‘scientific socialism’ in the specific sense layed down .by
Marx and Engels”:% the primacy of revolutionary practice, “the id.entnty
of objectifying knowledge and activity,” and the stress on revolutanary
will, revolutionary phantasy, and revolutionary faith.®* The deﬁcnfar‘lcy
of these subjective conditions of revolution and the lack of a dec’ls'lve
activist thrust in the working-class movement had momentous political
implications. In explaining the failure to carry through a resolute ?.nd
thoroughgoing transition to socialism in the November revolution,
Korsch wrote: "It is by no means to be traced back to purely external co-
incidences that in the enormously fateful months after November, 1918,
as the political power organization of the bourgeoisic collapsed and
nothing external stood in the way of the transition from capitalism to
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socialism, that great hour nonetheless had to slip by unseized because
the social-psychological presuppositions for its utilization were sorely
lacking: a decisive belief in the immediate capacity for realization of the
socialistic economic system which could have carried the masses onward
was nowhere to be found, nor was there a clear knowledge of the nature
of the first steps to be carried out.”"

The deficit in the subjective conditions of revolution is at least in part
attributed to a “backwardness of socialist theory.” For Korsch, an im-
portant and neglected component of Marxism is what he calls concepts
of realization which anticipate a new reality and posit historical alterna-
tives. The future-oriented and practice-oriented thrust of Korsch’s con-
ception is strikingly expressed in the following passage:

The concepts of realization arise out of a full knowledge of the eco-
nomic and psychological totality and its perceivable tendencies of
development. Through the concepts science anticipates the individ-
ual emetging social reality. Through their conscious anticipation of
the coming these concepts also posit one of the realities through
which the creative transformation from the old to the new forms

of social and individual being can alone be accomplished. Scientific
knowledge can of course take this particular form only in the crea-
tive fantasy of a revolutionary who has already previously carried
out the transformation from the old to the new in his thought. And
from the fact that Kautsky and all of those who stand close to him
do not possess such creative, faithful revolutionary fantasy, we can
explain their all too long denial of practical future-oriented thoughts.
From this lack of revolutionary fantasy we may also explain the
ghostliness of their programs of action and plans for socialization.®

In addition to Korsch’s emphasis on the unity of revolutionary theory
and practice and the importance of the subjective conditions of revolu-
tion, he stressed the need for revolutionary theoty to concern itself with
the “forms of socialist construction.”® Korsch then discussed three con-
cepts of socialization dominant at the time that were embedded in three
complexes of “‘economic-historical realities” and actual socialization
plans.® He argued that the superior concept of socialization is the one
that posits the workers’ councils as the authentic organ of socialism. Let
us examine this position that equates socialization with the workers' coun-
cils—which defines the core of Korsch's political conception—in more
detail.
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Korschand the Workers' C ouncils Movement

corecly's eatlicr somewhat idealist and moralistic concept of S.OClallst'n was
It:o;is\f:: ‘sz;rtl; an increasingly tough-.m.ind_ed concept 9f practical .socxafhs;n
under the twofold impact of his pam.dp.atlon in the rise and decline o t e
workers' councils movement and his intensive study qf Marx. Dlirmg
World War I, workers’ councils spontaneogsly emerged in Germany r};)rg
shop stewards’ committees and st.rike commltttfes, rr‘m'ch as the Spvfets a
emerged from militant Iabor political-economic activity in Russia in 1395
and 1917.% The German unions and polxtxlcal patties were hamp‘eie1 in
their activities both by irresolute bureaucratic leaders and by special laws
that declared a state of siege (Belngert/?ng21¢x{ﬂnd) and thus prohlbxt.ed
militant activity.” Groups of workers’ councils em'erged as alt.emat_we
organs of protest and action against the war, a.nd against the dctenor;tfnﬁ
economic—political-social situation, thus creating new forms of po mch
struggle. In Berlin in June, 1916, 55,000 workers struck to Rrotest t.le
war, led by strike committees that were the seeds of the workers Gcouncn s.
These groups continued to develop and mushroom throughput ermz;n'y.
In a general strike in April, 1917, 300,000 workers participated, ank in
a general strike in Januaty and Feblruary, 1918 OVEr 500,000 WOLKELS
participated, mobilized by the councils.™ Throughout 1918 the mllltsry
and economic-political situation in Germany faPldly df:terxorated and 2
series of strikes and military insurrections culmmat.ed in the November
uprisings in Berlin that forced the Kaiser to abdicate.” These events
awakened sharp hopes and fervent militancy for a socialist workers
tic.
mPleltbthis fuid and explosive situation Korsch first supported attempts
led by the Social Democrats to socialize key German Industries, and then
was drawn irresistably to the workers’ councils movement. Indeed,
Korsch was heavily influenced by the theoists of the counq}s .movem‘ent
and in turn contributed many articles to their journals.™ It is interesting
to note that the workers' councils theorist Ernst Diumig used the term
“practical socialism” to describe the councils rn_ove.ment. The following
passage from Diumig is extremely Korsc'hian in its language and con-
cepts and shows Korsch's deep kinship with the councils movement and
its strong influence on his thought:

The councils concept is in its pure and consequential application
practical socialism. Tt should provide the possibilities to translate
through the proletatiat the teaching of socialist science as propagated
by socialist parties into reality, The councils organization must be
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constructed and extended according to these goals and tasks, and
must receive their structure and completion in a councils system.
Since the conncils or ganization is the child of revolutionary epochs,
it will never enter fixed and complete ( fix #nd fertig) into beauti-
fully paragraphed phrases, but will take its external form and
tactical tasks according to the process of revolutionary development
and the demands of the current revolutionary situation to which it
must conform,™

The councils movement was at first almost unanimous in calling for the
construction of a socialist republic of workers’ councils and the abolition
of capitalism, This radicalism in fact distinguishes the workers’ councils
from previous working-class organizations, Two contemporary accounts
stress this point: “here lies an essential distinction between the workers’
councils and previous forms of workers’ organization: while the old eco-
nomic and political organizations tie themselves to the conditions of the
capitalist environment and the class state, and receive the laws of their
movement from these, the working class seeks in the workers’ councils
new forms of means with which it posits the fully conscious task of defi-
nitely overcoming the capitalist economy and class state and at the same
time building the foundation for the construction of the new.”™ And:
“One should nof forget the revolutionary origin of the councils concep-
tion in order to correctly understand it. All attempts to construct a coun-
cils organization in the framework of bourgeois society and on the foun-
dation of capitalist production will either yield a distorted concept or will
be obliterated by the forward striving tendencies of councils thought. A
councils organization can only be related to proletarian socialist struggle
that is determined to eliminate capitalist production and the state erected
on it—even when it has a republican facade—and to put in its place
socialist production and a self-administering public community.”®

Korsch later argued that the demand for workers’ councils expressed
“in the first phase of the revolutionary movement in Germany the still
very unclear and confused, but nevertheless very resolute and strong, will
for social revolution.””" The tremendous appeal of the councils showed
that “‘the workers finally wanted to catry through in action an open and
total break with that objectively long surpassed bourgeois conception of
legality that every place of work is the private propetty of whatever owner
and that every working person is seen as an instrument of labor ( Betriebs-
mittel) bought by the owner.”™ The workers’ councils were thus revolu-
tionaty organs inalterably opposed to the capitalist system. They
demanded a complete break with the old system and demanded a new
socialist order.
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stion confronting the SPD leaders who nomi-
£ government, and the militant workets
in the councils movement who were the most p,owerfu.l1 Po}l:malsf'.zﬁed’
was whether a pasliamentary system or & workers’ councils sl)és egle hould
be constructed in Germany, of whether these organs could A ;{ Sth'[s
“dual power." ™ Korsch did not in 1919-20 take 2 clgair cuttstan PO?S b

issue, although he was a firm supporter of the counci s'sylr.s tem.t o dua)i
he believed, along with many other mdgpendent socialists, 1321 dua!
power was possible, that the workers’ ‘counc.xls and parliament cou ; Os e
state power. This was to be an illusion .w1th grave co.nsecli.luencetsm1 t the
SPD political leaders relentlessly consol_ldated power in the tc;:n : gous
ernment which they shared with the patliament, the military, 1e p ;\Z ;
state functionaries, and other members of the_ former ruling ¢! a;s. .u(t)ret
over, the unsuccessful Spastacus tevolt, resulting in the deaths ol nln and

radicals such as Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Ll'lxemburg, aswellas t 1Ge :110-
lent suppression of councils governments in Bavaria, Bremen, fo 143',:
Halle, Leipzig, and elsewhere by government troops and the pro:lo~ ascxs-
Freikorps, greatly weakened the revolutionary forces who wanted a coun

cils socialist Republic.t Further, congresses of the couna!s movementl In
December, 1918, and October, 1920, voted for the creation ‘of a par 1;-
ment system that would in many ways suEplant the councils, and tle
Social Democtat-dominated parliament quickly moved to weaken the
power of the councils.®* The parliamentary National Assembly in Febru-
ary, 1920 limited the power of the councils to an extreme degree and in
effect destroyed the growth and impetus of the movement. i .

[t seems that not only did the radical demands of tl:ne workers copncn]s
movement threaten the domination of the former ruling class, but it also
threatened the control of the Jabor movement by the parties and unions.
Moreover, many of the members of the councils were pasty or union
members (or leaders) themselves. This caused facnonalfsr.n within t}ne
councils movement by the unions and parties and created divided loyalties
that weakened the movement from within. Nonetheless, the conc.ept of
workers' councils as authentic organs of socialism was not to die and
Korsch remained loyal to this concept throughout his life. )

Korsch continually reflected on the intoxicating rise and depressing fall
of the workers' councils movement and offered an analysis of the fai%u:e
of the movement to achieve its goal of constructing a socialist republic.*®
While summarizing the recent history of the workers’ councils move-
ment, Korsch discerned three reasons for its failures: (1) tl_1e councils
were coopted and controlled by the parties and the unions, rather than
being autonomous organs of the workers, elected and controlled by the

The central political ques
nally had taken over the reigns ol
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workers themselves for themselves; (2) the councils for the most part
failed to exert real power and hence to replace or *‘control” the pre-reve-
lutionary court and legal system, the military, the old governing bu-
reaucracy, and other agents and institutions of the bourgeois system; thus
the councils failed to become independent and dominant organs of
people’s power. Finally (3) the councils failed to assume both political
and economic power and were confused as to their own function. Because
it was not clear whether the councils were primatily political or economic
organs, the parliamentary bureaucracy of the SPD could attempt to limit
the councils to economic activity, while the old union bureaucracy could
claim the councils had primarily political functions. In this way, “the gov-
ernment, the bourgeoisie, the SPD, the unions, and other open and
hidden opponents of the councils system were able to play off against each
other the economic and political tasks of the workers’ councils.”3* The
tragic failure of the workers’ councils movement was thus in a sense
rooted in a theoretical deficit: “there was little clarity over the essential
tasks of the council dictatorship itself in the most well-known represen-

tatives of the revolutionary councils conception in Germany in the days

after the November upheaval.”®® The law in the 1921 Weimar constitu-

tion that limited the councils to purely economic activity, and that was

ratified by the councils congress itself, spelled for Korsch the end of the

councils system as an insttument of revolution in Germany. Korsch sadly

concluded: “Today there is no longer an independent councils movement

in Germany . . . . Parliamentism, the party, and the union system have

externally gained a full victory over the revolutionary ‘councils system.”

Hence, only subterraneously in the consciousness of the suffering masses,

beside the thoughts of revolution, smoulders on the thought of the revo-
lutionary councils system, smelted together in inseparable unity with the

thought of revolution. On the day of tevolutionary action, the councils

will again rise like the phoenix from its ashes,”s*

Korsch was to retutn to the concept of workers' councils as the authen-
tic organs of socialism throughout his life. He was one of the first to de-
velop a neo-Marxist theory of revolutionary and democratic socialism,
and thus provided a critique of the sort of state socialism, centralized bu-
reaucracy, and new forms of domination that would develop in the Soviet
Union, A problem in the Marxist theories of socialism dominant at the
time was, Korsch believed, an over-evaluation of the role of the state
in constructing socialism and de-emphasis on developing institutions that
would put real power in the hands of the people. “State socialism,”
Kotsch wrote, “will not be socialism at all.”"* The liberation of labor
should proceed through the implementation of workers’ control, and
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d not the state, the party,
ork of the people themselves (and 0 3 ty,
s};()akrlxldc?t;gri:iy). Hencel,) “only after the overcoming of the last remams,
zf a X’ormal-democratic state-ideology can the necessity of the WO[’!{e]:'s
councils (Rate) for the construction of a classless and stateless socialist
! [
i rasped in its innermost €ssence. , .
SOC{‘C;Z t;zlélzcowfng passage well summarizes Korsch's position and shows
why his concept of socialism s still of utmost relevance today:

Socialization can fitst be achieved in a sense adequate to the actively
working and productive class whel.’l the workers have.become.ﬁll.lly
authorized participants in production on the way to ditect socializa-
tion. None of the earlier socialist teachings that solely focus on the
“political means” of liberating t%xe yvorkmg class from Cal;ltghs't
exploitation can bring us the socialism that working people desire.
The striving of the masses for some sort of psychic equxlnbr'mn.‘a )
(seelischen Ausgleich) against the immense unfreedom of individ-
ual workers in large factories under Fhe modern relations of produc-
tion in lacge industries cannot be satisfied throu, gh a mere change of
the employer; the single productive class of active workers will not
as such be freer, their ways of life and labor will not be more worthy
of 2 human being, through replacing the bosses installed by the
owners of private capital by officials installed by the state govern-
ment or 2 community administration. Thgs in the consciousness of

a large circle of workers the earlier socialist tiachx.n.g is being Put
aside which began with the slogan, seize the political power’” in the
state and then decree the “transition of the means of Prodgctxon to
the whole public” through legal means—thus esser}tlally in .the '
forms of nationalization and communalization—this model 1s'bemg
replaced by a completely different conception of' what is essential to
the “socialization” demanded by modern sociahs'm. One can say that
today no socialist plan, no matter how it look.s, vivxll‘be acknowledged
as a satisfactory fulfillment of the idea of socialization that d.oes not
carty, in one form or another, the notion of a broadly conceived
“industrial democracy”: the concept of the direct control :md ad-
ministration of every btanch of industry, in which every single busi-
ness is managed by the community of participating wofkt?rs, .am%) .
through organs determined by themselves. When "socxahza‘tlon is
demanded today, the word no longer merely invokes the umv?tsal
and abstract demand for the transfer of the means of production
into the possession of the whole public. Rather the demand for
socialization today has solidified into the more concrete demand that
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the transfer of the means of production into public property takes
place in such a way that everywhere the masses of workers them-
selves will receive the administration of their places of work, or at
least will receive the decisive part of the control of this adminis-
tration.®®

The subsequent rise of state socialism, both in the Soviet bloc and in
those countries where Social Democrats won state power, showed the
problems involved in the construction of a party-bureaucratic apparatus
which produced new forms of domination and failed to contribute to the
liberation of the working class. Korsch offers as an alternative to these
models of socialism an attractive democratic libertarian model, hence the
great interest in Korsch’s ideas today.

In view of Korsch's early position on the primacy of workets’ councils
in the construction of socialism and his critique of state socialism, it may
appear highly surprising that his turn toward Marxism and revolutionary
socialism took the form of an enthusiastic embrace of Leninism and the
Soviet Union as the model of socialism. Actually Korsch’s orthodox Com-
munist interlude would be a relatively brief one (1921-1926) and he
would emerge from his period of fervent Leninism as one of the leading
left-oppositionalists who again championed the wortkers’ councils as the
authentic organs of socialism, ctiticizing the Leninist concepts of the patty
and state which he had temporarily defended.

On the basis of Korsch’s concept of socialization rooted in workers’
councils, his courageous opposition to Stalinism, and his brilliant critique
of Leninism and Marxism, thete has arisen a legend that Korsch was the
paradigm of the left-oppositionalist libertarian socialist. It has been
alleged—falsely as we shall see—that Korsch had deep reservations about
entering the Communist party and that from the beginning of his involve-
ment in the Communist movement, Korsch opposed the dominant poli-
cies of the German and Soviet Communists from a left-oppositionalist
position; that Korsch engaged in oppositionalist activity against the Com-
munist International (Comintern) by participating in a left offensive
against Bolshevism at the Comintern World Congress in 1924; and,
finally, that Korsch began in the early 1920’s developing a heretical
theoretical current which opposed a critical, dialectical Hegelian or West-
ern Marxism to Communist (Marxist-Leninist) orthodoxy.

The true story of Karl Korsch's adventures with communism is far more
complicated and convoluted than the Korsch legend would have it, In the
following pages I would like to clear away the many myths which have
surrounded and occluded Korsch's theory and practice. I shall show, first,
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why Kotsch became a Leninist and unstintingly defended the Bolsheviza-
tion of the German Communist party in his writings 1920~1925, We
shall then see how the myth arose that during this period Korsch was an
anti-Bolshevizer, and shall see that Korsch's special version of the philos-
ophy of praxis which I call his “revolutionaty historicism” underlies both
his support of Leninism and the Soviet Union, and his later critical, op-
positionalist position, I shall then show how and why Korsch became a
left-oppositionalist and will reconstruct the progress through which he
hecame an anti-Leninist. In my view, Korsch's contribution to radical
social theory does not lie simply in being a left-oppositionalist who pro-
vides a model of negation and critical theory, nor does his critique of
Leninism consist in an abstract rejection of Leninist theory and practice.
Rather, Korsch reveals the limits of Leninism, and its failure as a model
of revolution for the West, by living through the Leninist experience
and painfully criticizing it from within, before he could “cut the umbilical
cord of Leninism,” and evolve his oppositionalist position. For Korsch
identified with Leninism from the eatly 1920's to 1927, involved him-
self deeply in Leninist theory and practice, and then developed a critique
of Leninist theory from experience of the failure of Leninist practice in
Germany and the Soviet Union. Let us now examine the strange and
tragic story of Korsch's involvement with the Communist movement in
the 1920's.

Notes

1. The most detailed account of Korsch’s life and thought is found in
Michael Buckmiller's “Marxismus als Realitdt,” in Pozzoli, Uber Karl Korsch
(hereafter “Marxismus”), and his dissertation, Kar! Korsch und das Problem
der materialistischen Dialektik (Hannover: Soak-Verlag, 1976) (hereafter
Karl Korsch). My Korsch interpretation is much indebted to Buckmiller's
work and to discussion with him in Hannover in the summer of 1975. Some
interesting biographical material is found in the interview with Hedda Korsch,
“Memories of Karl Korsch,” New Left Review 76 (November—December
1972) : 34-35.

2. Hedda Korsch, “Memories,” pp. 35~36.

3. Buckmillex, Karl Korsch, pp, 6ff,

4. Ibid., pp. 6~7. All translations from the German are my own.

5. Buckmiller deals in detail with “the political and social changes at the
turn of the century and the formation of the German Free Students movement”
inibid., pp. 7-19.
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6. Korsch's student articles, which deal with the free student organization,
women's liberation, and proposals for university and law school reform, are
discussed in detail by Buckmiller in ibid., pp. 19-59.

7. Hedda Korsch, “Memories,” p. 37.

8. Karl Korsch, "Die Stellung der Arbeiterinnen im Erwerbsleben,” in
Jenaer Hachschulzeitung, December 15, 1908,

9. Karl Korsch, “Japanische Arbeitsvechiltnisse,”” in Jenaer Hochschul-
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10. Ibid,

11, Buckmiller attempts to show how both the content and form of
argumentation in the young Korsch were influenced by Kant in Kar! Korsch.

12. Hedda Korsch, “Memories,” p. 38.

13, Korsch published around twenty-one articles and reviews in Die Tat
from 1912 to 1920. For a discussion of Die Tat and its publisher, Eugene
Diederichs, see George Mosse, The Crisis of German ldeology (New York:
Grosset and Dunlap, 1971), pp. 52ff. Hedda Korsch discusses the Diederichs
circle with whom the Korsches were acquainted in Jena in “Memories,” p. 38.

14. Karl Korsch, “‘Die sozialistische Formel fiir die Organization der
Volkswirtschaft,” Die Tat 4, no. 9 (December 1912); reprinted in Karl
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2. Korsch and Communism

In the summer of 1919, Korsch left Betlin for Jena where he was active
in the workers' councils movement and then the communist movement.
He completed his Habilitationsschrift and became a professor in the law
faculty of the University of Jena.® He also contributed articles to leftist
journals and newspapers, helped form a councils school, and gave many
lectures to workers, students, and citizen gtoups.? After the attempt of
countertevolutionaries to seize state power in the Kapp putsch in March
1920—which was averted by a remarkable general strike that forced
the reactionaries to capitulate®™ —Korsch saw the real dangers of counter-
revolution and the need for a more resolute and militant left.

Korsch joined the USPD in autumn, 1919, when it was clear that the
Social Democrats had no intention of radicalizing or carrying through the
November Revolution.* ‘The USPD—the Independent Socialist party—
had split from the Social Democratic party (SPD) in 1917 as a socialist
anti-war coalition, and included people from all political wings of the
SPD: from Rosa Luxemburg (left) to Karl Kautsky (center) to Edward
Bernstein (right). With such a diverse ideological spectrum the USPD
was incapable of developing 2 unified politics due to the incompatible
factions in its membership. Nonetheless, its numbers grew rapidly as 2
result of disgust with the “'Kaiser socialism” of the SPD, and the USPD
became an increasingly important political force.®

Korsch became increasingly active in the USPD and quickly radicalized
his political position. In a party discussion on December g, 1919, he crit-
icized the Social Democrats’ call for a national assembly and new consti-
tution, which would in no way satisfy the demands of the workers and
would, Korsch argued, serve to restore the old bourgeois order. He com-
pared this parliamentary procedure with the Russian revolution.® His in-
creased radicalization was evident in a new emphasis on the general strike
as the supreme revolutionary tactic, and on resolute revolutionary strug-
gle. In a speech three days before the Kapp putsch Korsch approvingly
cited Bebel's motto: * "As Iong as I breathe and speak and write . . . I
shall remain the deadly foe of this bourgeois society and state, so as to
undermine the conditions of its existence, and if I can to destroy it.’ ™*

After the Kapp putsch, the USPD and Communist party (KPD) both
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refused to participate in a workers’ government and urged the formation
of a workers’ council republic. Korsch supported this position, placing
primary emphasis now on “direct action of the masses, thus economic
struggle,” and called for “the organization of armed proletarian strug-
gle.”® Korsch’s revolutionism was now thoroughgoing. However, the
wide-spread radicalization process that briefly exploded after the Kapp
putsch had been again exploited by the SPD and ccopted by their parlia-
mentary, reformist politics, Thus there was a debate within the USPD
whether they should now fuse with the Communist party and join the
Third International, The German historian of the USPD, Krause, sums
up the debate as follows: “Since the objective conditions for revolution
were ‘mature,” then there must be a new, more radical organization
found. Here the Soviets in Russia offered an example that appeared to be
successful and by the very fact that it still existed, attracted many peo-
ple.”® Korsch adopted this position and urged a merger of the USPD
with the KPD to form a new, stronger revolutionary organization on the
Bolshevik model, Thus at the USPD convention in Halle on QOctobert,
1920, Kotsch supported the majority decision to join the German Com-
munist party and to accept the “twenty-one conditions” for entering the
Communist International recently set forth by the Comintern® This
merger was to link disastrously together the fate of the German and
Soviet parties and would result in the eventual control of the German
Communist party by the Russians.

There are many legends concerning Korsch's attitude toward joining
the KPD and his activities within the party which require clarification to
help dispel the Korsch myth. Korsch's former student and later German
editor, Erich Getlach, erroneously claimed that “Korsch was originally
an opponent of the uniting of the USPD with the KPD because of the
‘21 conditions’ demanded by Moscow (for joining the Communist Inter-
national), which called for a conspiratorial organization-apparatus be-
side the party. He saw an opening here for the fall of party democracy.”*
The claim is repeated by the German editor of another Korsch anthology
and by two of Kotsch's American editors.*? Kotsch's wife Hedda ratifies
the myth: “He attended the USPD conference in 1920 when the party
split and the majority opted for fusion with the Communists. Korsch
went with the majority although he had great reservations about the 2x
points that the Comintern had laid down. But it was the same as when
we discussed his going back to Germany from London: he did not want
to be a member of a small sect, but thought he should be where the masses
were and he believed that the German workers were going Communist.
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I"Ils_mam reservation about the 21 points concerned the centralized dis-
cipline fIPm Moscow, the degree of dependence on the Russian patty
that they implied.”"s
o As we shall see, K_o.rsch did not have great reservations about accepting
¢ twenty-one conditions or joining the Communist party. Rather, Ger-
lach, Hedda Korsch, and others were projecting Korsch’s later critique
of the domination of the German Communist party by the Soviet Union
onto an _earlier phase when there was, first, no evidence that the Soviets
had the intention of exerting a reptessive hegemony over their German
comrades,-who had enjoyed almost total autonomy in party affaits; nor,
secondly, is there any evidence in Korsch's writings at the time that he
f_eared this occurrence. Indeed, it can be shown that Korsch was at the
time, and was to remain until 1925, an unambiguous champion of the
Soviet Union, Leninism, and the Bolshevization of the KPD; in a series
of 1920 articles Korsch supported “the immediate and unconditional ac-
ceptance and the speedy carrying through of the entrance conditions to
the Third International.””14 In these articles, mostly published in the Thur-
Ingen communist newspaper Neve Zeitung, Korsch argued that “the
Bolshevik movement is of decisive importance for the world revolution,”
and took a consistently positive position toward the Soviet Union, while
criticizing the USPD leadership for its negative or mistrustful attitude
toward the Soviet Revolution,** Korsch cited Rosa Luxemburg's idea that
the “fatherland of the proletariat is the socialist international,” and
argued that it was imperative to join the Third International and defend
in every way the Soviet Revolution, for "if Russia loses the revolution,
then all is also lost in Germany.”*® Moreover, Korsch did not see entry
into the KPD and the twenty-one conditions as a threat to party democ-
racy. He believed that one must place the twenty-one conditions “in the
context of the basic propositions {of the Comintetn Second World Con-
gress] and then one’s hesitations will disappear. . . . democracy within
the organization which the Third International has affirmed remains
thoroughly preserved. . . . In the stages of intensified civil war the illegal
organization must have the possibility to eliminate traitors without fur-
ther ado.”* Against the objection that joining the Communist party
would spiinter the TJSPD, Korsch argued that there were too many posi-
tions from left to right in the USPD, and that the splintering would
bring forth a clearer revolutionary line that would make for a more
efficacious organization and politics. Further, Korsch feared that if the
USPD did not merge with the KPD that the left in the USPD would
metge with the ultra-leftist KAPD—a move that he did believe would
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harmfully splinter the left.'s In a caucus choosing delegates to the party
convention in Halle that would decide on merging with the KPD,
Korsch's entry resolution won, Hence at the USPD conference, Korsch
supported completely the resolution to join with the Communist party
and join the Third International,

Korsch's basic reason for joining the Communist party was his belief
that Getmany was in a revolutionary situation, and that it was impera-
tive to create a revolutionary organization along the lines of the central-
ized, highly disciplined Bolshevik party: “When we have this concep-
tion, then we can only place ourselves on the side of the Bolsheviks."??
Korsch believed that the Bolsheviks had created an efficacious revolution-
aty organization which had proved itself successful in the Russian Revo-
Iution, while the German parties had failed to carry through a socialist
revolution because they lacked the proper revolutionary organization,
theory and strategy. With these convictions Korsch entered into his Len-
inist period in which he was to emerge as one of the leaders of the Ger-
man Communist party and one of the most articulate defenders of its
policies and the Russian Revolution.

Korseh's Revolutionary Historicism

Korsch immersed himself in a study of the basic texts of Marx, Engels,
and Lenin, and became one of the foremost Marx experts in Germany.
His reading and interpretation of Marx was closely connected with his
political work, and his essays wete intended to present the basic ideas
of Marxism to workers and party militants in a clear and compelling
form.? He also lectured on Hegel at the law school in Jena, concluding
that the Hegelian dialectical method was the theoretical core of Marxism.
Although Korsch saw the Hegelian dialectic as providing the form of the
Marxist theory, its content derived from the actual working-class strug-
gles.? Korsch continually referred to Marx's dictum in the Communist
Manifesto that *'Communism, for us, is not a state of things to be estab-
lished nor an ideal to which reality must adapt itself; we call commu-
nism the actual movement which transforms existing conditions.”** In
15 Theses on Scientific Socialism,” Kotsch writes: “'1. Scientific soclal-
ism (socialism as science) is the theoretical expression of the proletarian
movement, This signifies: 2) It is not a thing for itself (bourgeois ‘pre-
suppositionless’ or ‘pute’ science or philosophy) but is a component of
a rea] process, a ‘movement,’ or more precisely: an ‘action,’ the action of
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the ‘qppressed class,’ the ‘proletariat’ . .. b) Itis a particular component
of this movement, something special within this whole: the theoretical
expression, science,”’?

Korsch was developing  radically historicist version of Marxism that
derived both the content and form of ideology and theory from its
"mateu:al and economic foundation."* In Marxism and Philosophy he
approvingly cites Hegel's dictum that “philosophy can be nothing but
its own epoch comprebended in thought',"* and then proceeds to dialec-
tically relate both Hegel's and Marx’s philosophy to the revolutionary
strugples of the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, respectively, which were,
in Korsch's view, reflected in the philosophies of the two masters of nine-
teenth century thought. Korsch's position here is what I call revolution-
ary historicism which roots revolutionaty theory in the revolutionary
movement and its class struggles.® He wished to demonstrate “the con-
nections between the ‘intellectual movement’ of the period and the ‘revo-
lutionary movement’ that was contemporary with it.""#” Hegel was read
as the philosopher of the revolutionary bourgeoisic and his philosophy
was connected with its revolutionary struggles:

Hegel wrote that in the philosophic systems of this fundamentally
tevolutionary epoch, “'revolution was lodged and expressed as if in
the very form of their thought.” Hegel's accompanying statements
make it guite clear that he was not talking of what contemporary
bourggons hi.storia.ns of philosophy like to call a revolution in thought
~——? nice, quiet process that takes place in the pure realm of the study
and far away from the crude realm of real struggles. The greatest
thinker produced by bourgeois society in its revolutionary period
regarded a “revolution in the form of thought” as an objective com-
ponent of the total social process of a real revolution,

Korsc}? was convinced that there was an inner connection between
German idealism and Marxism on the grounds that both were expressions
of the same revolutionary process:

Since the Marxist system is the theoretical expression of the
re\{olunonary movement of the proletariat, and German idealist
philosophy is the theoretical expression of the revolutionary move-
ment of the bourgeoisie, they must stand intellectually and histori-
cally ( i:e. ideologically) in the same relation to each other as the
revolut'lonary movement of the proletariat as a class stands to the
revolut{onary movement of the bourgeoisie, in the realm of social
and political practice. There is one unified historical process of his-
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torical development in which an “‘autonomous” proletarian class
movement emerges from the revolutionary movement of the third
estate, and the new materialist theory of Marxism “autonomously”
confronts bourgeois idealist philosophy. All these processes affect
each other reciprocally. The emergence of Marxist theory is, in
Hegelian-Marxist terms, only the “other side”” of the emergence of
the real proletarian movement; it is both sides together that com-
prise the concrete totality of this historical process. This dialectical
approach enables us to grasp the four different trends we have men-
tioned—the revolutionary movement of the bourgeoisie, idealist
philosophy from Kant to Hegel, the revolutionary class movement
of the proletariat, and the materialist philosophy of Marxism—as
four moments of a single historical process.®

Korsch’s defense of the importance of philosophy and his claim that
understanding the relation between Marxism and philosophy requires
grasping the Hegelian roots of Marxism has given rise to the interpreta-
tion of Marxism and Philosophy as a classic of “Hegelian Marxism,” and
has led to the picture of Korsch as one of the creators of a current that
was in opposition to the dominant Marxist orthodoxy.® What has not
been perceived is the extent to which Korsch believed he was merely
restoring Marxist orthodoxy. Further, he saw himself as part of a philo-
sophical front with Lenin and Luxemburg, representing a position of
revolutionary socialism against the reformist Marxism of the Second In-
ternational. The publication of Lukécs’ History and Class Conscionsness,
which attempts to synthesize Lenin and Luxemburg into a dialectica] and
revolutionary Marxist theory, could only strengthen Korsch's conviction
that they—himself, Lukécs, Lenin, and Luxemburg—represented genuine
Marxism and constituted a theoretical-political front against Social De-
mocratic revisionism.

Marxism and Philosophy begins with a quote from Lenin’s rg22 essay
“On the Significance of Militant Materialism®: ** "We must organize a
systematic study of the Hegelian dialectic from a materialist stand-
point.” "% Korsch thus sees himself and Lenin as “‘materialist dialecti-
cians” who both apprediate the dialectical nature of genuine Marxism and
perceive its Hegelian roots, Korsch then provides an interpretation of the
relation between Hegel and Marx and Marxism and Philosophy and
concludes by noting

the peculiar parallelism between the two problems of Marxism and

Philosophy and Marxism and State, It is well known that the lat-
ter, as Lenin says in State and Revolution, ‘hardly concerned the
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major theoreticians and publicists of the Second International.’ This
raises the question: if there is a definite connection between the
abolition of the State and the abolition of the philosophy, is there
also a connection between the neglect of these two problems by the
Marxists of the Second International? The problem can be posed
more exactly. Lenin’s bitter criticism of the debasement of Marxism
by opportunism connects the neglect of the problem of the State by
the Marxists of the Second International to a more general con-
text. Is this context also operative in the case of Marxism and
philosophy? In other words, is the neglect of the problem of phi-
losophy by the Marxists of the Second International also related to
the fact that ‘problems of revolution in general hardl 'y concerned
them'?"'s2

The italicized quotation is from Lenin's State and Revolntion; this is, of
course, Lenin's constantly reiterated critique of the Second International
which Korsch takes up here and radicalizes.

Korsch next works out his famous periodization of Marxism into (1)
the creative works of Marx and Engels; (2) the degeneration of Marx-
ismin the Second International; and (3 ) the restoration of genuine Marx-
ism by Luxemburg and Lenin:

What theoreticians like Rosa Luxemburg in Germany and Lenin in
R_ussia have done, and are doing, in the field of Marxist theory is to
liberate it from the inhibiting traditions of the Social Democracy of
the second period. They thereby answer the practical needs of the
new revolutionary stage of proletarian class struggle, for these tra-
ditions weighed “like a nightmare” on the brain of the working
masses whose objectively revolutionary socioeconomic position no
longer corresponded to these revolutionary doctrines. The apparent
revival of original Marxist theoty in the Third International is
simply a result of the fact that in a new revolutionary period not
only the workers’ movement itself, but the theoretical conceptions
of communists which express it, must assume an explicitly revolu-
tionary form., This is why large sections of the Marxist system,
which seemed virtually forgotten in the final decades of the nine-
teenth century, have now come to life again. It also explains why
the leader of the Russian Revolution could write 2 book a few
months before October in which he stated that his aim was “in the
first place to restore the correct Marxist theory of the State.” Events
themselves placed the question of the dictatorship of the proletariat
on theagendaas a practical problem, When Lenin placed the same
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question theoretically on the agenda at a decisive moment, this was
an early indication that the internal connection of theory and prac-
tice within revolutionary Marxism had been consciously re-estab-
lished.®®

Marxism and Philosophy was intended to provide a restoration of the
philosophical dimension of Marxism and the importance of ideological
struggle for revolutionary practice, much as Lenin has restored the politi-
cal dimension of Marxism and the importance of revolutionary political
struggle. Marxist theories had fallen victim, Korsch believed, to a *'tran-
scendental underestimation of ideology,” and had failed to perceive the
need for a critique of ideology and change of consciousness. For Korsch,
“no really dialectical materialist conception of history (certainly not that
of Marx and Engels) could cease to regard philosophical ideology, or
ideology in general, as a material component of general sociohistorical
reality—that is, a real part which had to be grasped in materialist theory
and overthrown by materialist practice.”** Ideology for Korsch is not only
conceived as a theory that expresses the ideas of the ruling class but is to
be grasped as a constituent of consciousness. Consciousness arises from
the social life-process and in turn is a real component of that process.
Hence a theory of revolution must take seriously the critique of ideology
and change of consciousness. Korsch wanted to develop a theory of total
revolution that “‘would restore the correct and full sense of Marx’s the-
ory. . . . a theory of social revolution that comprises all areas of society
as a totality.”’*s This project required a restoration of the philosophical
dimension of Marxism and stress on the importance of ideological strug-
gle as a component of revolution, as well as renewed reflection on Hegel
and dialectics,

I have stressed the generally underestimated role that Lenin played in
Korsch’s problematic and the extent to which he believed his project is
continuous with the positions of Leninism, We have noted that Korsch
believed that the restoration of genuine Marxism began with Lenin and
have shown the parallel which Korsch perceived between Lenin’s and his
own project. The brilliant section of Marxism and Philosophy where
Korsch developed his dialectical theory of social revolution, and his con-
cept of ideology critique and struggle, can also be read as a project totally
consistent with Leninism, in the sense that Lenin also stressed the impor-
tance of ideological struggle in his theory of hegemony and in countless
speeches and essays where he characterized Marxism as a weapon in the
struggle against bourgeois ideology. In a way, Korsch conceived the rela-
tionship between Matx and Lenin in a parallel manner to the relation
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between Marx and Hegel—Lenin, like Marx, expressing a further stage
of tevolutionary struggle in his work, But h'ere Korsch was operating
with an idealized concept of Lenin which had little in common with either
the historical Lenin or the Lenin who was being deified and rc:-tooled by
the apologists for Soviet Marxism in Moscow.%® Most of Lenin’s Wg{ks
were not yet available in Europe and Korsch was no doubF unfamiliar
with Lenin's Materialism and Empirio-criticism, which contained a crude
and dogmatic philosophical materialism, copy theoFy of knc.;wlec'!ge and
perception, and correspondence theory of. truth which }lad little in com-
mon with Korsch’s dialectical conception of Marxism.®” Moreover,
Korsch was unaware that at the very moment he was penning Marxism
and Philosophy, Soviet ideologists were concocting an ideological brew
which they would label Marxism-Leninism and would relentlessly oppose
to the Lukécs-Korsch brand of Marxism.*® But these events constitute the
next chapter of our story and at this point Korsch's Lenin is the successful
politician of the Bolshevik revolution and the revolutionary theotist whose
theories were an integral component of the revolutionary process in Rus-
sia, which achieved the coveted unity of theory and practice that was the
mark of genuine revolutionary theory for Korsch.

Korsch's interpretation of the relation between Marx and Hegel, his
appraisal of the importance of philosophy and ideological struggle for
socialist revolution, his periodization of Marxism which applies the his-
torical materialist method to the history of Marxism, and his commit-
ment to Leninism can all best be grasped in the context of his revolu-
tionary historicism. Korsch stresses the historical rootedness of all ideas,
consciousness, ideology, and revolutionasy theory in a specific socioeco-
nomic environment (this principle was later generalized by Korsch into
the principle of historical specificity, which is akin to Gramsci’s “‘absolute
historicism™). The task of theory is in this view to conceptualize the in-
terconnectedness of all ideas, institutions, and socioeconomic realities
within the social totality and to describe the mediations which connect,
for example, a philosophy to its socio-historical conditions. Here it should
be noted that Korsch is not as sophisticated or brilliant a dialectician as
Lukdcs, the members of the Frankfurt school, or even Gramsci.® In fact,
Korsch is much more interested in the political consequences of theo-
retical activity than in the strictly philosophical components of his the-
ory. Korsch is indeed much more of a political theorist with a strong
activist bent than a philosopher, He is above all interested in developing
4 revolutionary theory and in defining the relationship of revolutionary
theory to pofitical practice and the historical reality in which both are
rooted. For Korsch the task of revolutionary theoty is to grasp conceptu-
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ally the historical situation and to construct a political theory from this
situation which will then provide an instrument of revofutionary change.
A genuinely revolutionary theory is rooted in a revolutionary movement
whose struggles, needs, and goals produce the theoty, which in turn
demonstrates its truth or efficacy in practice. A revolutionary theory is
therefore to be judged according to its ability to mediate practice, to serve
as an instrument of radical change, to serve the interests of the liberation
of the working class, At the time Korsch believed that Marxism was the
authentic expression of proletarian struggle from the time of the 1848
revolutions up to the present day, and that Leninism was the currently
actual form of Marxism that expressed contemporary revolutionary strug-
gles, Interestingly, this historicist position which sees theory as the con-
sciousness of historical reality—this demand for an identity between the-
ory and reality, and theory and practice—would provide the basis for his
later critique of Leninism and Marxism itself.

Korsch was attempting to grasp and develop the revolutionaty core of
the Marxist teaching and to defend Marxism against revisionist distor-
tions, One series of articles, including “The Marxist Dialectic” and “On
Materialist Dialectic,” translated in this anthology, contain crystal-clear
distillations of the Marxist theory and show Korsch's ability to grasp the
essence of the subject matter at issue—a characteristic that was to distin-
guish Korsch's theoretical practice. Another series of articles attempts to
demolish leading bourgeois falsifications of Marxism and to critique com-
peting communist interpretations.*® These articles reveal a sharp critical
acumen, as well as a sarcastic polemical bent,

In addition to his work in Marxist theory, Kotsch was also busy lectur-
ing on law in the University of Jena and was attempting to develop a
Marxist legal theory, grounded in a theory of workers' rights and the
legal structure of factory committees.”* The main fruit of these labors
was Arbeitsrecht fiir Betriebsrite published in 1922.2 Korsch saw the
workers’ struggle for labor laws and legal rights and protection as an
integral part of the process of radical social change that had been ne-
glected by previous Marxist theoreticians. He wished to institutionalize
the workers’ councils as organs of participatory democracy which could
be used as instraments of workers’ power in the transition to socialism,
The activistic component of his thought comes out in his concept of “legal
action” (juristische Ahksion)—an example of the sort of “intellectual
action” (geistige Aktion) which in Marxism and Philosophy he de-
fended as an integral patt of revolutionary practice.® Korsch was de-
veloping a dialectical theoty of revolution in which ideological struggle
required socialist theories of ideology, law, and philosophy, as well as
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politica:l and economic theories, The problem was that “In an epoch
w.he‘re in all realms of social life two classes confront each other antl; o
aistically . - - in the sphere of law neither the old purely bourgeois starélgd-
point of private law can be legitimately maintained unchanged (i.e., that
wh{ch conceives the labor relation as a private affair of those cor;cgrned
w}?mh rests on 2 free contract), nor can the new purely proletarian stand-
point of social law (that sees the labor relation as a purely communal
relation that grounds social working-together)."* To resohz]e this prob-
len?, I_(orsch wanted to develop a clear distinction between bourgeoig and
socialist legal t}_reories, and to begin introducing socialist conceptions in
the present society as part of the revolutionary process. Korsch warns
however, that “legal action” should not be seen as a substitute for clas;
struggle‘, 'but rather as a complement to economic action such as strikes
;r;crit ilc:io;;ttlcafl actior?.“ Efvents were in fact to soon give him a chance to
€ in a series of politi i imi
St o the Conme of {:n ; vtéc;le :tc.tlons that would plunge him into the

Korsch and the Comintern

At_the time when Korsch was wotking on the problems of Marxism and
Phxlosophy he was also heavily involved in Communist politics. He lived
12[1 t.he house where‘the local Thuringen Communist newspaper, the Neze
He:t/mg: was published and frequently participated in party meetings.
¢ continuously reflected on the political-economic developments in Get-
nllany and wrote many articles on the subject. In 1923—24 Korsch an-
a ylz.a_:l the stabnhzat{on of monopoly capitalistn in Germany through the
5; icies of Hugo Stu?nes. Stinaes and his robber baron colleagues were
smphng to consolidate their economic power through concentration
2na monopolization: of key German industries, and were using the state
to protect and [further their interests,  Korsch supported the Communist
position that in view of the capitalist offensive against the workers, a
umted" front"polxcy was needed that would aim at “seizing material
800ds” and “constituting a workers’ government.”* He aﬁinded the
El%}:t; Party Congress of the KPD in Leipzig in January 1923 aad sided
:’v;th ; hransdlcg' and the “right-center” majority who sought a united front
s con(; ocial Democrat's‘tt‘) fight the growing counterrevolution, At
ks anﬁ;r}ce[l(orsch criticized as “undialectical” the left position of
foner an aslow who rejected the united front policy and urged put-
y tgh -supp'ort,e,d armed struggle, and the slogan of the “dictatorship
of the proletariat,” on the top of the agenda.** Again, we see the fallacy
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of simply Iabelling Korsch a left-oppositionalist and see the need for a
careful study of a complex period. We shall see that up until the middle
of 1925 Korsch-far from being a left-oppositionalist—followed the
mainstream policy and tactics of the KPD and Comintern which he both
accepted and defended.

In 1923 the German economic situation grew progressively wotse as
inflation raged and food strikes broke out all over the land. The Weimar
government appeared incapable of dealing with the massive economic
crisis and growing political unrest. To add to the explosiveness of the
situation both the right and left were arming their supporters to prepare
for combat. Korsch was in charge of drilling local members of the KPD
to form a proletarian army (Hundertschaften). It appeared that any day
new revolutionary uprisings would emerge and after much debate the
Russian leaders of the Comintern ordered the KPD to prepare for civil
war.*® The opportunity for armed confrontation with the ruling powers
soon arrived, On October 10, 1923, the SPD and KPD formed a coalition
government in Saxony and three days later they united in Thuringen to
form a workers' government, Korsch was named justice minister in Thur-
ingen and began an active political career that was to place him at the
center of German politics for the next several years. The new coalition
government demanded arms for the workers to protect the government
from the danger of invasion by fascist troops from Bavaria, They put out
a program calling for, among other things, the nationalization of heavy
industry, the regulation of foreign commerce, setting up control com-
missions and new laws to protect workers, control of the police, and ex-
clusion of reactionaries from public posts. The bourgeoisie panicked.™

Although the workers' governments in Saxony and Thutingen were
legal constitutional governments formed according to Weimar parlia-
mentary law, the Weimar Reichs government, with the complicity of the
SPD, sent the Reichs army into central Germany and threatened to dis-
solve the Saxony government on the pretext that they refused to abolish
their red armies.®* Korsch called the workers to assemble for armed
struggle to protect their government as they had done against the Kapp
putsch.®® He and others called for a general strike and barricades against
the advancing government troops. The SPD leaders refused to take this
course of action, however, and Brandler and other right-center leaders
of the KPD hesitated to recommend any decisive action, As a result,
when the Reichswehr arrived, the workers’ governments in Saxony and
Thuringen collapsed and Reichs troops occupied the region, Korsch was
forced to go underground and could only safely emerge when an amnesty
was granted. The period of active revolutionary struggle in Germany
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1vlvea.*s now over and the counterrevolutionary forces were to increase their
%f;mo:yband Prepate the way for the triumph of fascism.
s ;ffet; Saii:iea(;ii v;;(;rkers’ gover:ment marked the end of a working-
82n a period of capitalist stabilization. K
always, drew theoretical-politi i e events, T
3 -political conclusions from th
the majority of militants ; i Coaltions with i
s in the KPD decided that coalitions wi
: : th th
:(}FEI?S'SIY seformist Social Democrats were impossible and deddéd thai
luti:::;;st[g}pe party ::de tactics were needed to create an efficacios revo-
vement in Germany, Korsch bega; i
dogmatic Leninism in whi i Sl tha Leninia choneogly
1 ich he tried to apply the Leninist th
practice in every way possible to the situati ! many. Korch o
) ) tion in Germany. Korsch
sided with the new “left” leadershi of D e, who st the
ship of Maslow and Fish
5 ] ¢ isher, who at the
stizl;l;{:rfto 1::;:{:;? “;: AP:L 19;4., ulr]ged developing a Leninist line for
4 T and urged as the goal the dictatorshi hy
letariat under KPD leadershi i Cand e leke oo
ership.5® Tronically, Korsch and his lef
0 » . ’ t 1-
E;g];es enthus:astxcl embrace of Leninism and the Bolshevizing of ct(l)le
Soviet%a;i :1 resc(lxl‘t mhthe domination of the German movement by the
and in the purging of
the Bolshacinnd Pmces}; 8ing of the very left forces who spearheaded
thgngl;:id fcor a Lenir‘li.st party and tactics was believed to be justified by
i Korsoch ?edcoalxixog govemments and the rise of a new fascist
. 2¢ concluded in Februaty, 1924, that “fascism™ i
umphed over the November Revolution, I et i
) tion. He describes “fascistn” as “th
consciously planned counterrevolution i at in some
] ¢ of the bourgeoisie that in some
{wa;:;ilz tizdzytv }::rcix:;xgd z;!ﬁng predominantly by loweriliddledass grosps,
£ ands, like ours, it is led by the upper bourgeoisie them-
z:irzsya&i t[!::;: Evag;ida;genFS e tléis countertevolution in allgits forms we
astism, and what we have experi d i
months was the progressive and o shift this e
as th consequent attempt to shift thi -
terrevolution into the saddje lize it o Koy psciber
lutio + + « and to stabilize it,”*s* Korsch i
to the “social fascism"” thesis th ial D SR
C at saw the Social Democrats as “nothi
zl:; a lf]'raictxon Of German fascism with soclalist phraseology” andr;:bejlsg
Kw 0] ;:’Soclal Democratic movement ag & species of fascism,5s
sudlc:;‘ssc ts acceptance of the “social fascist” thesis, which was to have
astrous results, was motivated by extreme bitterness over Social

g::chdirfy “t/er; tesponsible, at least in part, for a whole string of working-
a s; gl ne: s,f rom the collapse of the workers’ councils movement up to
refusal to support any militant action in the October, 1923

i
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crisis which bad resulted in the crushing of the wotkers’ movement in
central Germany and the outlawing of the Communist party (after a
few months it was again declared legal).® In this heated atmosphere it
was understandable that Korsch and others would label the Social Demo-
crats as “'social fascists,” Korsch concluded: “The fateful failure of our
politics in the year 1923 consisted entirely in the fact that although we
theoretically recognize the identically ‘fascistic’ nature of Social Democ-
racy and all other bourgeois ‘democrats’ with Hitler's fascism in virtue
of its class content, we failed to draw from this knowledge correct con-
sequences in our practical action with adequate decisiveness.”* Korsch's
agreement with the Comintern fascist theory and concept of social fas-
cism is another sign of his orthodoxy and adherence to the dominant
Communist policies and theories at the time.

Korsch saw the Dawes plan in 1924—which would regulate German
reparation payments from World War I and would loan foreign capital
(mostly American) to German industry—as a tactic to stabilize capital-
ism and the counterrevolution in Germany, He believed this plan signified
increased suffering and exploitation for the German proletariat, who
would have to submit to intensified rationalization of Jabor (speed-ups,
technological unemployment, increased domination, etc.) and longer
working hours.’® He agreed with the KPD notion of a “revolutionary
total perspective” that portrayed the present as a brief period of calm
between “two waves of revolution.”s® The task at hand was thus to pre-
pate for new working-class offensives.

Korsch was rewarded for his defense of Leninism and the Bolshevi-

zation of the Communist International with the editorship of the Inmzer-
nationale—the major German communist theoretical journal—and a po-
sition on the KPD central committee, Hermann Weber writes that in the
months after the Frankfurt Pacty Day (April 7-10, 1924 ), Korsch was
one of the leaders of the KPD and was in charge of ideological affairs:
““The actual leaders of the KPD were: for politics Ruth Fisher and (from
prison) Maslow, for organization Scholem directed, for foreign politics
Rosenberg was responsible, and for the ideological line Korsch, the chief
editor of the Internationale and Sommer, in charge of Agriprop, was re-
sponsible,”® The period of 1924~27 was a fateful one for the commu-
nist movement in which the destinies of the German and Russian Com-
munist parties were ever more closely linked, After the death of Lenin
a brutal power struggle was going on in the Soviet Union, while in
Germany the old antagonisms between the Communists and Social Dem-
ocrats, and the left and the right, were intensifying and creating a con-
fusing, complex situation.
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Under these difficult conditions, Korsch and others had high hopes
that the Communist International would be able to unite the demoralizeq
revolutionary forces. In June and July of 1924, Korsch was delegate
to the Fifth World Congress of the Communist International in Moscow,
which posed for itself the task of developing Leninism as 4 unitary ideo:
logical foundation for all patties in the International. Korsch shared the
Comintera’s aim of carrying out social revolution in EBurope “in the spirit
of Lenin.” His contribution to the Congress, "“Lenin and the Comin-
ter{:," pottrays Leninism as the “restored and fulfilled method of reve-
lutionary Marxist science that is essentially the theoretical consciousness
of the revolutionary action of the Proletariat class.”® Korsch attacks the
right-center ideologue Thalheimer (who was in charge of ideology under
the previous Brandler KPD leadership and whom Korsch thus replaced
as C}?l_&f KPD ideologue) for reducing Marxism to a “purely historical
empmca‘l science and practice”—implicitly arguing against Thalheimer
that Leninism can also be applied to Germany, that it is not bound to the
specl.ﬁc conditions of the Soviet Union (as many German Marxists were
arguing), but expresses real historical tendencies of proletatian revolu.
tion that also exist in Germany.®* Korsch also defends the Leninist theory
of the party and attacks Rosa Luxemburg for “onesidedness" in ascribin
a painful excess of subjectivism to Leninism,°* Korsch’s Leninist orthc;g-
doxy here is thoroughgoing,

But the Korsch legend paints another picture, B, H. Carr in his influ-
elntna:} hls.tury of the Russian revolution falsely claims that Korsch’s arti-
;e, ‘Lenin and the Comintern,” “under the guise of an orthodox attack
rﬁn'ln the Left on Brandler and the Right, by implication denounced the
whole united fro.nt policy and the current comintern line as a surrender
oAf the Marxist dialectic of revolution to pragmatism and expediency.”®

ccon?mg.to Carr, the arti.cle is part of “the extension of the ultra-left
campatgn in the KPD against the policies of the Comintern and espe-
;xall);l against the tactit.: of the United Front.”® Carr’s claims are bizar};e
{::'tt a:ré ;:;150 denuncxatior} of. the Comintern at all in the article, and in’
e s down account mdncate§,““ the KPD and the Comintern itself
. pr g'ViouneU to ;he left at the Fifth World Congress and denounced
any Pe o ; art“tcil tFl‘onlt poh.cy—a position Korsch shared. Nor is there
A andam ho Categorize Korsch as part of the ultra-left at the
ing L;f L ot eré are pron?’to do.%” On the contrary, a careful read-
he carrens Cominterfl liomlrll(tem s}mould sl}ow that far from denouncing
and the Comintern ne, Korsch is pledging his allegiance to Leninism

I
n fact, after the Wogld Congress, Korsch identified the Communist
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International and the interests of the world’s working classes, with the
“proletarian state of Soviet Russia,” just as he identified Leninism with
the world proletarian struggles (i.e., as their theoretical consciousness) :
“All measures and actions of Soviet Russia will be dictated by interests
of the Communist movement for the liberation of the world proletariat.
There is in Russia no dualism between state and proletarian class inter-
ests. "% Moreover, throughout 1924, Korsch continually defended Lenin-
ist orthodoxy and attacked the ideological currents which were the main
threat to the dominant line, He called for “erecting a protective wall
against the revising flood of Communist revisionism,” and attacked the
“right” revisionism of Thalheimer, as well as the “left” deviations of
Trotsky and Luxemburg.® In an essay, “Leninism and Trotskyism,”
Korsch wrote, “along with Luxemburgism, we must exterminate any
Trotskyism in us.”" Thus it is not correct, as Breines claims, that at the
time of the Fifth World Congress Korsch “openly sought to atticulate
and give coherence to the idea of an oppositional theoretical current
within the communist movement,” and that “Korsch openly defined him-
self as the propagator of this dissident theoretical current.”?* For there
is no evidence that Korsch attempted in his writings, speeches, or polit-
ical activity to contrast an “‘oppositional” or “dissident theoretical cu-
rent” to Leninism, nor had he yet declared himself in opposition to the
policies of the Comintern or the KPD leadership.” From 1920 to 1925,
Korsch consistently defended the Soviet Union as the “bulwark of the
revolution,” and defended the NEP, the docttine of socialism in one
country, and the identification of the destiny of the Soviet Union with
the wotld revolution.” How, then, did the legend arise that already
Korsch was in 1923-24 a left-oppositionalist who represented a heretical
current at the Fifth World Congress of the Comintesn?

Fiest, it is clear in retrospect that Marxism and Philosophy and Korsch's
theoretical writings present a dialectical version of Marxism that was to
conflict in various ways with the developing Soviet orthodoxy, espe-
cially in areas of methodology, epistemology, and metaphysics, where the
Korsch-Lukacs positions contained a critique of the crude Soviet attempts
to create an objectivistic “scientific socialism,” metaphysical materialism,
copy theory of knowledge, and correspondence theory of truth, It is on
these grounds that Zinoviev catries out his infamous *'critique” of Korsch
at the Fifth Congress, which no doubt contributed much to the myth of
Korsch as ultra-leftist and creator of an oppositionalist current.™

Zinoviev, who headed the Comintern, was allied with Stalin against
Trotsky (although he would later change sides). He gave an address at
the Congress on ““The Struggle against the Ultralefts and Theoretical
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Revxsi.onism.”" This speech represents an attempt by the Bolsheviks to
exert .xdeological hegemony over the world communist movement through
a critique of “revisionism” and “deviationism.” Zinoviev's “'critique”
consists mainly of anti-intellectual denunciations of the “professors”
(_Korth, Lukécs, and others) and the application of derogatoty labels
like “idealist deviation” to Korsch and Lukics (there was supposed to
lie some kind of profound connection between “idealist deviations” and

ultra-leftism” : Hegel would have smiled ). What was happening undet
the .cloalc of 2 “philosophical dispute” was the beginning of the Bolshe-
viks ?e@vy-handed attempt to bully all sections of the International into
submission to all Bolshevik theories and policies. Korsch and Luk4cs were
two of the first major targets of this strategy which, in a certain sense,
both were to submit to out of considerations of party discipline.

As the Congress went on, Zinoviev stepped up his bullying tactics, He
offered Korsch, as editor of the Internationale, the “'friendly advice” “to
study Marxism and Leninism,” and even went so far as to suggest that
the KPD put its journal “'in the hands of Marxists,” rather than “those
who still need to study Marxism."?® The Bolsheviks were angered that
Korsch had allowed an article by Botis (Roninger) to be published which
dare§l to criticize Bukharin and the theoty of the labor aristocracy. Bu-
kharin himself took the issue up with Korsch who mildly replied that he
Ead only brought the issue up for discussion. Bukharin curtly replied,

Comrades, we cannot put every piece of garbage up for discussion,”™

Out of Korsch's confrontation with Bukharin and Zinoviev, no doubt,
emerged the left-oppositionalist myth. The myth was fueled by (unsub-
_sta.t}‘hatec_l) rumors that Korsch cried out from the floor “Soviet imperial-
ism' flunng a speech at the Congress.” Fred Halliday contributes a story
that “the Comintern Congress revealed Korsch's growing break with the
Fisher-Maslow group, They later allied themselves with the Russian lead-
etship while Korsch formed an opposition bloc with the Italian left fac-
tion led by Bordiga.”*® This is nonsense, for not only was Kotsch support-
ing the Fisher-Maslow leadership at the time, he was part of the leader-
ship. Although Korsch met Bordiga at the Congress there is no evidence
that they thought of forming an international opposition bloc, nor did
they act'ually do 50 later.®® The facts are that Korsch actually sided with
the Soviets and the KPD leadership on all major political issues at the
time, and suppressed his theoretical differences with the newly emerging
Bolshevik orthodoxy.

One rr}ight wonder from what theoretical position Korsch could sup-
port Leninism and the Bolshevization of the Communist International.
Surely in 1924 he could perceive the detrimental features of the domin-
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ation of the German Communist movement by the Soviet Union that he
was later to attack, Hedda Korsch writes:

He was growing increasingly concerned about developments in
Russia and especially so after the death of Lenin. He had always

had doubts, of course. But in Thuringia the KPD was strong and
large, and the local comades were very good people, willing to
sacrifice personal comfort, money, time, jobs, for the class struggle.
There were lots of meetings and commissions and all that. Then
directives began to come more and more from Moscow, saying
what was to be discussed at meetings and what resolutions were to
be put to them. Whereas during the early 1920's, the rank-and-file
felt that they themselves forged their actions, the international lead-
ership now began to interfere and direct everything. But Karl still
thought that the KPD was the only party that still tried to fightin
any way. There was no question of the Social Democrats doing

that. So he stayed in the party.®

If the negative effects of Bolshevization were so manifest, why did
Korsch so assiduously toe the party line throughout rg24 and much of
19257

The answer lies in the form of revolutionary historicism that undetlies
Korsch's theoretical position. We have seen that revolutionacy theory for
Korsch is an expression of revolutionary struggle. Leninism, Korsch be-
lieved, was the expression of revolutionasy struggle in the age of im-
perialism and was embodied in the most revolutionary tendencies in the
Soviet Union, Germany and elsewhere in the world, Since Leninism was
the expression of the actuality of the revolution it was a real existent
material force: revolutionary reality. Korsch's version of revolutionaty
historicism drove him to identify with and support those tendencies which
represented real forces of revolution. It should be noted that this is far
from being a left-oppositionalist position which puts theory above his-
tory and reality, and criticizes a situation because it fails to meet the de-
mands of theory. Rather, theory is judged through its power in advanc-
ing the intetests of the working class, in overcoming capitalism, and its
ability to translate itself into socialist reality. Leninism, Korsch believed,
had provided the correct theory and strategy that made possible the Rus-
sian Revolution and had become reality in the Soviet Union, This his-
toricist position led Kotsch to affirm Leninism as tevolutionary theory and
the Soviet Union—the embodiment of Leninism—as revolutionary real-
ity. Moteover, Korsch’s theory of Marxism as the expression of the his-
torical forces of revolution should indicate that Korsch's Leninist period
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was no mere accident or tactical maneuver to advance himself in e
party, but was a logical consequence of his theory of history, of Marxism
and of revolution in an era in which the current forces of revolution iden—,
tified themselves as Leninist, The limits of both this theory and Leninism
itself were soon forced upon Korsch by the ruthless Stalinization of the
Soviet and German Communist movements,

Korschin the Left Opposition

Both the German and Soviet Communist parties became engaged in bit-
ter, internecine party struggles in 1925. The German party had refused
coalitions with the Social Democrats and in the 1925 election ran their
own candidate “Teddy” Thilmann.®* Since no candidate had received
the requisite majority there was to be a run-off election. The right chose
the reactionary General Hindenberg as their candidate, and the Commu-
nists had to decide whether to join in a coalition with the Social Demo-
crats to oppose the “monarchist danger” or to continue their rejection of
united fronts and run their own candidate again. ‘The party was bitterly
divided on this issue and after acrimonious debates decided, with the
Comintern’s prodding, to support the Social Democrat candidate. But the
Social Democrats had decided to support a center party candidate, and
thxs. was too much for the Communists, who decided to run Thilmann
again.

Ina CI?SC vote, Hindenberg won the election and the SPD accused the
Communists of having helped Hindenberg gain power by their failure
to support the left-center candidate.® The “left” leaders Fisher and Mas-
lovy supported by the Comintern now urged the KPD to enter a new
united front under the slogan of the “monarchist danger.”** Korsch was
elected to the Reichstag in July 1924, and continued as editor of the
Internationale. At this point, the Soviet Union intensified their Machia-
vellian machinations to control the KPD through purging independent,
non-subrmssxve members. Their tactic was to first support the “left”
Ieadc:rsh.np of Fisher and Maslow, who were pushing the “new Line"
(capltahst stabilization, monaschist danger, united front) that was ont-
raging the ultra-left. They were then able to isolate and purge the extreme
left, and when the process was underway they abandoned Maslow and
Fisher who were included in the left purges!®

Although Korsch did not join the first wave of left oppositionists who
opposed the “new line,” the Comintern leaders began attacking Korsch
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and demanded his removal from the Internationale. Bela Kun, in charge
of the Agitprop division of the Comintern, wrote the KPD Centra] Com-
mittee a letter ordering them to tighten controls over the journal, part-
ticularly in regard to the “Russian question.”*® Korsch offered to resign
but his comrades unanimously urged him to stay on: evidence that Korsch
had not fallen out with the KPD leadership and that the attacks against
him were initiated by the Comintern, Evidently the Stalinists felt they
could deal more easily with table-pounding prolos like Thilmann than
with intelligent, honorable intellectuals like Korsch, Under continued at-
tack from Kun and other Stalinist hatchetmen, Korsch finally resigned
with a parting shot at Kun, who, “'from whatever grounds, accuses those
out of favor Party comrades as being pigs who are enemies of the Party
and who treats their works as crap.”®”

After being removed from the Internationale and the KPD Central
Committee, Korsch began developing a critique that would eventually
get him expelled from the party and push him into the forefront of the
left-opposition. In a subtle but forceful critique of the united front policy,
he wrote an article, “Karl Marx on Republic and Monarchy,” which
argued that for Marx the natural ally of the proletariat is not necessatily
the “‘republican” strata of the bousgeoisie in the struggle against mon-
archy.® He cited Marx’s point that the workers must learn that ** ‘the
slightest improvement of its situation remains a #topia within the bour-
geois republic—a utopia that becomes a crime as soon as it wants to realize
itself’.””s® The real choice, Korsch suggested, was not between republic
and monarchy, but between the rule of the bourgeoisie or their overthrow
in creating the dictatorship of the proletariat, understood as a “‘red coun-
cils republic.”® Hence for Korsch the real choice was between Lenin or
Hindenberg.

In a discussion group in Weimar in June, 1925, Korsch rejected the
thesis—pushed by the Comintern and their KPD allies—that there was
a distinctive difference between the purportedly feudal land-owning class
and industrial capitalist class in Germany, and that the proletariat should
side with the more progressive capitalists to destroy the last remnants of
fendalism. Korsch argued that there was no more feudalism in Germany
and that both capitalist classes carried out their quest for profit on the
basis of capitalist relations of production; thus, he maintained, the real
dlass struggle in Germany was between the proletariat and bourgeoisie.
Implicit in this analysis was the claim that the united front policy based
on the need to unite with the progressive bourgeoisie to fight the mon-
atchist and feudalist elements was a surrender of the revolutionary per-
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was no mere accident or tactical maneuver to advance himself iy the
party, but was a logical consequence of his theory of history, of Marxism,
and of revolution in an era in which the current forces of revolution jden-
tified themselves as Leninist. The limits of both this theory and Leninism
itself were soon forced upon Korsch by the ruthless Stalinization of the
Soviet and German Communist movements,

Korschinthe Left Opposition

Both the German and Soviet Communist parties became engaged in bit-
ter, internecine patty struggles in 1925. The German party had refused
coalitions with the Social Democrats and in the 1925 election ran their
own candidate "“Teddy” Thilmann.®* Since no candidate had received
the requisite majority there was to be a run-off election. The right chose
the reactionary General Hindenberg as their candidate, and the Commu-
nists had to decide whether to join in a coalition with the Social Demo-
crats to oppose the “monarchist danger” or to continue their rejection of
united fronts and run their own candidate again. The party was bitterly
divided on this issue and after acrimonious debates decided, with the
Comintern’s prodding, to support the Social Democrat candidate. But the
Social Democrats had decided to support a center party candidate, ard
thls_ was too much for the Communists, who decided to run Thilmann
again.,

In a close vote, Hindenberg won the election and the SPD accused the
Communists of having helped Hindenberg gain power by their failure
to support the left-center candidate.®® The “left”” leaders Fisher and Mas-
lovfr supported by the Comintern now urged the KPD to enter a new
united front under the slogan of the “monarchist danger.”® Korsch was
elected to the Reichstag in July 1924, and continued as editor of the
Iuternationale. At this point, the Soviet Union intensified their Machia-
vellian machinations to control the KPD through purging independent,
non-submissive members, Thelr tactic was to first support the “left”
leade'rshlnp of Fisher and Maslow, who were pushing the “new Line™’
(capitalist stabilization, monarchist danger, united front) that was out-
raging the ultra-left, They were then able to isolate and purge the extreme
left, and when the process was underway they abandoned Maslow and
Fisher who were included in the left pusges!es

Although Kotsch did not join the first wave of left oppositionists whao
opposed the “new line,” the Comintern leaders began attacking Korsch
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and demanded his removal from the Infernationale, Bela Kun, in charge
of the Agitprop division of the Comintern, wrote the KPD Central Com-
mittee a letter ordering them to tighten controls over the journal, part-
ticularly in regard to the “Russian question,”®® Korsch offered to resign
but his comrades unanimously urged him to stay on: evidence that Korsch
had not fallen out with the KPD leadership and that the attacks against
him wete initiated by the Comintern. Evidently the Stalinists felt they
could deal more easily with table-pounding prolos like Thilmann than
with intelligent, honorable intellectuals like Korsch, Under continued at-
tack from Kun and other Stalinist hatchetmen, Korsch finally resigned
with a parting shot at Kun, who, “from whatever grounds, accuses those
out of favor Party comrades as being pigs who are enemies of the Party
and who treats their works as crap."’®”

Afier being removed from the Internationale and the KPD Central
Committee, Korsch began developing a critique that would eventually
get him expelled from the party and push him into the forefront of the
left-opposition. In a subtle but forceful critique of the united front policy,
he wrote an asticle, “Karl Marx on Republic and Monarchy,” which
argued that for Marx the natural ally of the proletariat is not necessarily
the “'republican” strata of the bourgeoisie in the struggle against mon-
archy.® He cited Marx's point that the workers must learn that " ‘the
slightest improvement of its situation remains a ntopia within the bour-
geois republic—a utopia that becomes a crime as soon as it wants to realize
itself”.”s® The real choice, Korsch suggested, was not between republic
and monatchy, but between the rule of the bourgeoisie or their overthrow
in creating the dictatorship of the proletatiat, understood as a “'red coun-
cils republic.”*® Hence for Korsch the real choice was between Lenin or
Hindenberg.

In 2 discussion group in Weimar in June, 1925, Korsch rejected the
thesis—pushed by the Comintern and their KPD allies—that there was
a distinctive difference between the purportedly feudal land-owning class
and industrial capitalist class in Germany, and that the proletariat should
side with the more progressive capitalists to destroy the last remnants of
feudalism, Korsch argued that there was no more feudalism in Germany
and that both capitalist classes cartied out their quest for profit on the
basis of capitalist relations of production; thus, he maintained, the real
class struggle in Germany was between the proletariat and bourgeaisie.
Implicit in this analysis was the claim that the united front policy based
on the need to unite with the progressive bourgeoisie to fight the mon-
archist and feudalist elements was a surrender of the revolutionary per-
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spective and was based on a false analysis of the situation in Germapy,
Buckmiller claims that at this conference Korsch for the first time cap pe
characterized as “ultra-left.”®*

Before discussing the series of purges that was to eliminate Korgch
from Communist politics and practically destroy the German Commupist
movement, let us pause a moment to pose the question of when Korsch
first openly joined the left opposition. T have argued against the “Korgch
myth” that he was a member of a left opposition from the moment he
joined the Communist party in 1920 by examining his essays and speeches
and newspaper atticles which indicate he was an enthusiastic advocate of
the union of the USPD with the KPD in 1920, totally supported the
Soviet Union, and became a convinced Leninist who supported the Bol-
shevization of the KPD, U have attempted to show that there is no evi-
dence that Kotsch took a left oppositionalist position at the Fifth World
Comintern Congress, nor is there evidence that he was developing an
“oppositional theoretical current,” None of his writings from 1920~
1925 contain any critique of the Soviet Union and all adhere faithfully to
Leninism, I have been able to find no evidence that Korsch openly op-~
posed the political position or the leadership of the Soviet Union, Comin-
tern, or KPD until September, 1925. Although he no doubt opposed the
“new course” of the KPD ratified at the party Congress in July 1925
that urged a united front against the “monarchist danger,” he did not
join the left opposition at that time (represented by Scholem, Katz, Ros-
enberg, and others) and thus did not openly oppose the policy.** Hence
Halliday is wrong to state that “In February 1025 he was dismissed from
the editorship of Die Internationale and from then onwards was in de-
clared opposition to the Party leadership.”®® And Bathrick’s assertion
that “Beginning in 1924, first as editor of the KPD’s central organ Die
Internationale, and finally as a member of various splinter groups outside
the Party itself, Korsch waged an unending battle against Russian dom-
ination of the German Communist movement” is also unfounded.® The
facts are that it was not until the publication of the so-called open letter
of the Executive Committee of the Comintern to the KPD in late August,
1925, that Korsch openly joined the left opposition and waged his “un-
ending battle"” against Stalinists,

Hermann Weber describes the publication of the “‘open letter’ as the
third decisive turning point in the history of the KPD (after the union
with the USPD in 1920 and the dissolution of the “right'* Brandler lead-
ership after the defeats in 1923).% The letter from the Soviet Union to
their German “comrades” contained a detailed critique of the German
left-leadership (Fisher, Maslow, etc.) and in effect demanded a new
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leadership and closer conformity to Russian policies. This letter hit the
German movement like 2 bombshell and drove Korsch and others who
had their doubts about openly attacking the Soviet leaders into resolute
opposition. The open letter had the effect of shattering the German move-
ment into various factions and thus contributed to the attempt of the
Russian Communists to totally dominate the German party.

Korsch aggressively came out as a left oppositionalist for the first time
at a party confetence in Frankfurt on September 6, 1925, a few days after
the publication of the open letter. He energetically attacked the line of
the new KPD leadership (the Thilmann-Dengler group) that in the case
of a conflict of interests between the Soviet Union and the Communist
International, the revolutionary politics of the KPD must be dampened
to accord with Soviet interests. Korsch reportedly described this policy as
"'red impesialism” and was promptly attacked by the Communist news-
papers as a traitor “whose views coincide completely with the inflamma-
tory articles of the Social Democratic and imperialist press,”®® Korsch
denied that he was “anti-Bolshevik” and argued that his position was
mistepresented; he even repeated his belief that the Soviet Union was
the “bulwark of the revolution.?” He continued, however, to be slan-
dered in the vilest terms by the Stalinist hacks. The party newspaper Dée
Rote Fabne characterized him successively as “a victim of Social Demo-
cratic propaganda” (September 19, 1925) ; an enemy of the Sovigt Union
(September 22); a traitor who was part of an “anti-Bolshevik” bloc
(September 23, and so on until Korsch was made 2 symbol of the enemy
of communism and driven out of the pasty.

Korsch was one of the first victims of the new Stalinist smear and
putge tactics that were to eliminate many of the most dedicated Marxists
from the Russian and German revolutionary movement. In a remarkable
display of power politics Stalin and his allies in the KPD were to elim-
inate all opposition and to splinter the Communist movement into 2
comico-tragic battleground of warring factions and sects.”® In February,
1925, Stalin personally intervened in German affaits for the first time,
He gave an interview to a German Communist, Hetzog, and .a.ttacked
Ruth Fisher, who was progtessively losing the leadership position she
had held since 1923-24. Stalin also sent a letter to her left comrade,
Maslow, who was still in prison in Berlin, lecturing C.omrade M,aslow on
party affairs.? Fisher and Maslow refused to spbmnt to Stalin’s heavy-
handed power plays and the inner citcle of Soviet leaders pressure.d thf
Germans in summer, 1925, to form a new “Leninist central committee
with representatives from all tendencies under the leaders'hlp of the
*honorable proletarian Thilmann.” They urged that proletarian workers
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and loyal party members be given the top leadership posts and that intel-
Yectuals, literati, and bohemians be excluded! At this time the inquisitions
and purges that were to so horrendously stain the Communist cause be-
gan. Further, the Stalinist bag of dirty tricks was developing. Ruth Fisher
was called to Moscow for “consultation” and “invited” to stay for ten
months during the period Stalin wanted to install his favorites in the
feadership of the KPD, Strange secret diplomacy was taking place be-
tween the Stalinist clique and German imperialists that would preduce
in 1925 the Soviet-German friendship treaty (and ultimately the Stalin-
Hitler pact in 1939). Opponents or enemies of Stalin were sent to for-
eign embassies or to Siberia, and the secret police began to step up their
activities; the Gulag archipelago was in business. The Stalinist apparatus
of spies, police, and bureaucratic entrenchment was being developed, al-
lowing generations of anti-Communists to gleefully identify communism
with totalitarian dictatorship. The “Stalinization™ of the German Com-
munist party, parallel to the process in the Soviet Union, constituted a
decisive change from a party organization that had been from the begin-
ning relatively democratic, independent of the Soviet Union, open, and
full of all tendencies from “left” to “right.”’1% Now a “monolithic party
of a new sort” was being constructed that became in effect a tool of the
Stalinist leadership and the Soviet Union.*®

Korsch was meanwhile becoming an nonentity in Communist circles.
The patty newspapers attacked him constantly and refused to print his
articles. He was heckled by goon squads when he tried to speak out at
Communist rallies, or was not allowed to participate in party discussions.
Either by choice o interdiction he did not participate in the November x,
1925, Party Congress that officially voted the Thilmann leadership in and
the Fisher-Maslow out.*? At about this time Korsch made contact with
various left-oppositionalists and attended an ultra-left conference in Han-
over in January, 1926, Weber reports: “At this conference there were
distinctive differences of opinion; Scholem, Rosenberg, and their follow-
ers turned away from the sharp demands that were raised above all by
Korsch and Schwartz who not only directed heavy attacks against the
Soviet Union and the Comintern, but also called for unconditional work
with Katz in order to preserve the unity of the ultra-left, Scholem and
Rosenberg believed that such a position would lead to the split of the
KPD and were therefore against it. After a sharp exchange of words,
Scholem, Rosenberg, and their followers left the conference.”"2** Korsch

and his remaining friends formed a group called the “decisive left” (die
Entschiedene Linke).
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Korsch did not want to splinter the left opposition, Of the left opposi-
tion, he was one of the least sectarian and tried to continuously work for
the unity of the left, first inside and then outside of the party. When Katz
and two hundred supporters stormed the printing office of the Commu-
nist newspaper in Hanover after they refused to publish his views, and
was subsequently kicked out of the party—the first ultra-leftist to be
purged—Korsch tried to work with Katz and his newly formed Sparta-
cusbund, although at the same time he signed a document with other
leftists on the Katz question which affirmed the slogan: “No step against
the Party! Unconditional recognition of party discipline, . . . All for the
unity of the Party!”*® Korsch even agreed to work with the Fisher-Mas-
low group against the wishes of Schwartz and others. To provide an
organ for their views, Korsch and his fellow leftists began to publish a
journal, Kommunistische Politik, in March, 1926, which was largely
edited and financed by Korsch2® On April 2, 1926, the “decisive left”
et to discuss oppositional strategy and the KPD central committee “con-
centrated their struggle against the Korsch-Schwartz group,” directing
their main artillery against Korsch.*®

The left and the Stalinists struggled throughout Germany for control
of local pasty organizations and there were even street battles between the
followers of the Thilmann central committee and left-oppositionalists.**’
It is difficult to estimate how large the left opposition was. The Katz/
Spartacusbund oppositionalist Pfemfert estimated that *'the KPD oppo-
sition represented about half of the Party.”*** Ruth Fisher said she had
never received such enthusiastic response from patty members than when
she openly joined the opposition and started attacking the Stalinists.**®
Stalin numbered the German left opposition at atound 12,000 in the
summer of 1927 (about 10 percent of the KPD membership).*** The
German party had splintered at the time into about ten factions, and the
left opposition was splintering itself into countless warring sects. None-
theless, there were enough left oppositionalists to pose 2 serious threat
to the hegemony of the Stalinists. Now at the center of the left oppo-
sition, Korsch was to develop the most penetrating critique of the
“theories” that the Stalinists were using to legitimate their activities, and
was to focus on the degeneration of the revolution in the Soviet Union
under the Stalinists. The Bolsheviks in turn began to wage an all-out
campaign against Professor Korsch, whom Zinoviev now described as
a “wild gewordene Kleinburger” (a petty bourgeois gone mad) A

The platform of the Korsch-Schwartz group published in April, 1926,
began by attacking the “relative stabilization of capitalism” thesis which
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the Stalinists used to justify their “right” united front policy. Korsch's
group discerned tendencies toward destabilization and crisis which indi-
cated to them that “@ll objective elements for a concrete revolutionary
politics” are on hand.*** They urged intensified struggle to gain “revo-
Iutionary control of production” and attacked the “'parliamentary cretin-
ism” of the KPD, urging the workers to struggle for the control of pro-
duction “suppotted by revolutionary workers’ councils.”*** Korsch and
his colleagues were returning to the workers' councils concept that
they had previously relegated to a secondaty position in their commit-
ment to the party and participation in party politics. Actually Korsch had
never abandoned the workers’ councils concept, which he was to defend
as the authentic organ of socialism until the end of his life.

Although the platform designated the winning of the majority of the
most advanced sections of the working class as their goal, Korsch’s group
also hoped to mobilize the miltions of unemployed and other oppressed
classes. i They took a broad internationalist perspective and called for
the support and unity of “‘all exploited groups, the poor farmers in Rus-
sia, the oppressed people of India and Africa, all parts of the middle
classes in Europe and America,”"* Kommunistische Politik devoted sev-
eral articles to revolution in China and what is today called the Third
World; Korsch was to consistently maintain a broad internationalist rev-
olutionary perspective.*® In August, 1926, Korsch and his friends wete
to call for a “new Zimmerwald” conference that would unite into an
intefnational left opposition movement all opponents of Stalinism under
Lenin’s motto, “Against the Stream.” Korsch, in fact, continuously
worked toward the unity of the left opposition and he must have been
bitterly disappointed at the continual factionalism and splintering,

In short, the Komanunistische Politik group wanted to “‘restore” au-
thentic Marxist theory and practice, both of which they believed were
being perverted by the Soviet and German Stalinists. ‘They argued that
the KPD and Comintern were taking Social Democratic positions on the
most important questions, and were engaged in the same reformist ptac-
tice and falling prey to the same dislocation between theory and prac-
tice that had vitiated the Social Democrats. Moreover, the lack of “party
democracy” and freedom of discussion were further destroying the very
fiber of the communist movement. Above all, the submission of the KPD
to the hegemony of the Soviet Union was destroying the German patty
by involving it in the bizarre interparty struggles going on in the Soviet

F.Ix:nion. These criticisms were not received with equanimity by the Stal-
Inists,
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The Expulsion from the Party

In February, 1926, the Comintern set up a “German Commission” to
study the “German question” and called a conference to answer Korsch
and the left opposition’s critique of the Soviet Union, Bukharin and
Stalin spoke. Bukharin made Korsch his target. He claimed Korsch’s
thesis of a “State necessity” that sacrificed the interests of the world
proletariat to the Soviet Union’s interests was a **phantom of the brain”
and “had nothing in common with cormunism.”**" He claimed that the
alleged turn to the right was “absolutely slanderous and untrue.”” The
ideas of the left opposition were, in left disgnise, “a really half Social
Democratic, half bourgeois ideology” and must therefore “be extermi-
nated root and branch.”*18 Stalin, in his first appearance before the Com-
intern, said he wanted to register his “‘complete solidarity” with the “ex-
cellent speech” of Comrade Bukharin and warned the comrades against
the ideas of the “Speissbiirgerlichen Philosophen Kotsch™ (the petty
bourgeois philosopher).#® Stalin defended the Central Committee of
the KPD as a “truly Leninist committee” and said that the fact it was
lacking in theoreticians was “no great unhappiness.” Intellectuals who
stir up trouble should be “thrown to the devil”! All “ultra-left sickness™
must be rooted out and the party must be restored to (proletarian)
health, 1 This was a typical Stalinist use of anti-intellectualism and in-
vective to bully one’s opponents into submission.

Korsch stepped up his attack on the Soviet Union and the process of
Stalinization which he perceived was at the root of the degeneration of
the Communist movement. He was invited to present his views at a con-
ference in Betlin on April 16-17, 1926. He was literally fighting for his
political life, as Thilmana had announiced to his face in public that “The
patience of the party is exhausted. We shall find ways and means to to-
tally liquidate you.”*** In the remarkable speech, *“The Way of the Com-
intern,”* which Kotsch gave to a hostile audience under tense conditions,
he began by saying that he was going to pose “the basic questions of
revolution” and to avoid the pseudo-questions that had muddled previ-
ous debates. He wished to make clear his “oppositional position™ that
had been so badly distosted and slandered in the pasty press. He chal-
lenged his audience that they could have a “'pogrom or discussion” and if
they wanted a discussion they should focus on the issues he was raising.***

Korsch argued that the main issue was a decisive turn in the policy
of the Comintern that required posing the “Russian question,” which
the Stalinists had attempted to veil over and suppress. The problem was
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a degeneration of the revolytion in the Soviet U}r:m.{l t1tself 1 f;:z] :ttempt
had been made, Korsch clallmed, to cover over the ; ruggl " en two
tendencies’™: "2 peasant-oncnted, oppqrtumst tendency, supported by
Stalin and Bukharin, and "a "vorker-ornented' revolutxonar%.coui'lter.ten-
dency,” supported by the Leningrad v{orkers group and 1I‘A‘0V1e:v_ The
great danger was that “within onr Soviet b,rol/aer party, o pp.a; .tmm:m heas
already géinm’ the upper /:mnd”..‘f3 Stalin's thesis of socialism in one
countiy" and his opportunist politics were condemnec'{ as a ‘‘falsification.
of true Leninist theory.”** To combat f.IhlS degeneration, Ko'rsc_h agr.eed
with Bordiga that ™ ‘the Europfzan parties are the' be.st gu_ardlans against
the opportunist danger in Ru551a:' s Iano’fsch s view, it was tt.le duty
of the KPD to discuss the “Russian question which the Bolsheviks had
ordered them to suppress. ) ) .

Korsch argued that the roots of Soviet opportunism were a degener-
ation of Leninist theory” that could be compared to the revisionism of
Bernstein and Kautsky after the war: “"One can best Fharac?er_lze the es-
sence of this new phase of development of the Marx1st-Le.nm{st theory
of Stalin and Bukharin as ** "Bernsteinism’ and ‘Km}tsllcyis.m after t_he
scizure of power."1?® In a devastating display of the similarity of Sta{ln»
ism to Social Democratic theory and practice, Kotsch read from an article
in the leading German Communist newspaper that praise{l the Austrian
Social Democrat Otto Bauer’s recent work as “a great ‘victory’ for our
Communist-Leninist standpoint”**'—as if Bauer had conveth?d to.the
Communist standpoint. Through a careful dissection of Bauer’s article,
Korsch showed the incorrigibly Social Democratic reformist nature of
Bauer’s position and unmasked the theoretical corruption of Cqmmun_ist
“theoreticians” who could publish this and praise it as compatible witlz
a genuine Marxist-Leninist point of view.® This degeneration of Com-
munist theory expressed itself above all in a suppression of “'The ques-
tion of the final goal of Communism and the revolutionary way to t‘hls
goal. "1 Korsch concluded, "All good Communists must in this period
take the clear and decisive position: No Kautskyist glossing over of
antitheses, but serious struggle aiming at the complete defeat and an-
nihilation of the opportunist and reformist tendency that is currently
advancing.””1%

The party leadership responded to this stinging critique with the de-
mand that Korsch give up his seat in the Reichstag. Korsch refused,
saying that he must first discuss the matter with his friends.*® This was
taken as a provocation and “open faction-building,” and Korsch was
thrown out of the meeting. The “resolute left” was holding a meeting
the same day with other left oppositional groups and the Communists
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discussed expelling all the “ultra-lefts” from the party. The opposition-
alists were labeled “‘anti-Bolsheviks” and Korsch’s attempt to work to-
gether with other leftists in the Comintern, such as the Norwegian,
Hansen, and Bordiga, was condemned as particulatly damnable. The
Stalinists concluded: "It must be demanded that this plague of boils
( Pestbenle) be cut out,”*

At the end of April, 1926, the central committee of the KPD under-
took a campaign to throw Korsch out of the party and to make him 2
symbol of the enemy of communism.’® The party demanded again that
Korsch give up his Reichstag seat and Korsch refused, responding, 1
am convinced that the present leadership of the KPD is leading the party
to the right and is following a line that is increasingly opportunistic and
that is an uncommunist and unleninist politics. It is at the same time 2
suppression through a regime of ideological terror and police methods
of all the remains of party democracy that were present up to now, to
the degree that the struggle for the resurrection of 2 Communist politics
within the party is almost no longer possible at all.”** The German
party leadership swiftly voted Korsch out in May when he refused to go
along with the party in supporting the Soviet-German friendship treaty.
The decision was confirmed by the Comintern on June 26, 1926. Korsch
was now totally outside the party that he had worked for with such dedi-
cation since 1920.

Korsch sharpened his attack against the Soviet Union and the Stalinist
leadership. The Soviet Union was no longer & “proletarian dictatorship,”
but a “‘dictatorship against the proletariat, a dictatorship of Kulaks.”
The Comintern was termed a “czarist, bonapartist apparatus” of violence
with “‘prussian-wilhelmish” features, The true anti-bolsheviks are the
leaders of the Soviet Union, the Comintern, and the KPD who have
betrayed true Leninist-Bolshevist principles and are thus traitors to the
proletariat.’® In a Reichstag speech against the German-Russian treaty,
Korsch evoked Rosa Luxemberg's warning against the “most terrible
and uncanny specter” imaginable: “a treaty of the Bolsheviks with the
Germans,” suggesting that the Soviet pact with German imperialism was
a total sell-out of the revolutionary perspective and “paved the way for
an August, 1914, for the Third International.”*® In a speech in the
Reichstag on June 25, 1927, Korsch took up the plight of the persecuted
workers’ opposition in the Soviet Union and criticized Stalin's “red ter-
ror”: “With all principled affirmation of revolutionary red terror as the
last, most extreme means of struggle of a threatened revolution against
an immediate, present, dangerous attack of counterrevolution (which
Rosa Luxemburg also approved of); nonetheless, every insightful
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worker-revolutionary must know how double-edged this terror-weapon
is. In general the revolutionary class is always only the object of tertor,
although in exceptional cases utilizes terror when there remains no other
way for the revolution, But the revolutionary worker's class has no reason
whatsoever to sing the hymn of tetror’'57 (as the Stalinists were doing),
After condemning the red terror, Korsch argued that the Stalinist justi-
fication of red terror on the grounds that a “United Front from Cham-
berlin to Trotsky” existed which was threatening the existence of the
Soviet Union was total “nonsense” (W abnsinn) 1%

In 2 detailed and penetrating examination of “Ten Years of Class
Struggle in the Soviet Union,” Korsch turned his historical materialist
method to the Soviet Union. The essay is a model of critical reflection
and provides a sharp criticism of the degeneration of the revolution under
Stalin. It is important to note that Korsch did not ever undialectically
reject the Russian Revolution. Rather, his focus was on the class struggles
that he saw going on in the Soviet Union from the beginning and which
took, after Lenin's death, the form of a struggle between opportunistic,
counterrevolutionary forces (represented by Stalin and his various allies)
and genuine, proleterian revolutionary forces (represented at different
times by the workers’ opposition, Zinoviev, and Trotsky).**® Like Marx
i his analysis of class struggle in France, Korsch did not want to reduce
political conflict to “'personal power struggles between ambitious cliques
of leaders.”** Rather, he wanted to reveal the “bidden material inter-
ests and social classes and class factions which represented and fought for
these interests”** For Korsch, the “ten years of Soviet Russia” should
be seen as “a period of new and a new kind of class struggle.”"** From
the beginning, the revolutionary proletarian forces had to struggle against
those who wanted a “bourgeois agratian revolution in Russia.” From
the beg‘inning, the "dictatorship of the proletariat” had to exercise “state
fepression™ against the previously ruling local boutgeoisie and an ex-
ternal defensive war against the capitalist powers, thus introducing “‘new
forms of class struggle.”1** This process of defending the “Soviet father-
land" gave rise to 2 new contradiction that would fatefully plague the
subsequent development of the Soviet Union and would have dire con-
sequences for the entire international revolutionaty movement: the con-
tradiction between “revolutionaty state necessity” and “proletarian class
necessity.”* This “objective contradiction” was to force/allow Lenin in
the early 1920's to reject the demands of the workers' opposition and
tI‘ro.tsky to use the Red Army to crush wotkers’ tevolts, It then served to
justify an increasingly centralized dictatorship of the party and diminu-
tion of the Soviets when the NEP replaced the previous “‘war commu-
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nism.” Then Stalin’s version of the slogan “socialism in one conntry"
was used to justify the suppression and purging of the revolutionary
opposition and the construction of a counterrevolutionary state apparatus
and party politics on both 2 national and international scale. Hence
Korsch concluded that the revolutionary working class had suffered “‘an
almost unbroken chain of defeats, including the Brest-Litovsk treaty, the
1920/1 suppression of the Leningrad workers opposition, the crushing
of the Kronstadt uprising, the purging of the Trotskyists in 1923/4, the
purging of the left opposition in 1925/6, and Stalin’s recent victory
over the Trotsky-Zinoviev left-oppositionalist bloc.”*4% This meant that
the counterrevolution had triumphed in the Soviet Union and had “'sacri-
ficed the proletarian revolution of Red October™ through the erection of
a “'new capitalistic class state.”*4¢ Or, to put it differently, the interests of
the large farmers (the kulaks), the remnants of the bourgeoisie, and the
Stalinist elements in the party-state apparatus had triumphed over the
revolutionary working-class forces.

The triumph of the “‘bourgeois counterrevolution™ in Russia was seen
by Korsch as part of a world-wide resurrection of bourgeois power and
the capitalist economy after its near collapse in World War I, from which
had arisen a series of revolutionary struggles in Russia, Germany, Hun-
gary, and other countries that took a bitter and intense form. Although
at times the class struggles seemed to signal the triumph of socialist revo-
lution on a world scale, the high tide of revolution (19r7-1920) re-
ceded, and starting around 1921 the forces of counterrevolution began
their world-wide offensive on the basis of a “changing of the economic
situation itself and the power relationships conditioned by it."*** With
the restoration of capitalism in Europe and return to power of the bour-
geoisie “there was a wide-ranging transformation in the fundamental
conditions under which all the international proletariat, as well as the
Russian proletariat, bad to fight their struggles in the newly beginning
period.”*® Hence the defeat of the Russian proletariat was part of a series
of defeats suffered by the proletatiat on a world-wide scale. Further, the
counterrevolution in Russia was part of an international counterrevolu-
tion which on the basis of a relatively stabilized capitalism had reinforced
bourgeois domination.*® The task was now to gather from defeat the re-
maining revolutionary forces “to win new powers for future struggles so
as to transform the cutrent defeat into a final victory,*%
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The Rejection of Leninism

Korsch's critique of the Soviet Union—up to this point—was carried
out from 2 Leninist perspective. Stalinism was seen as a degeneration of
Leninism, a perversion of Leninist revolutionary practice. As Buckmiller
points out, “Korsch continued to deeply identify with the theory and
practice of Lenin.”*®* Korsch's call for a “new Zimmerwald’* that would
gather together all genuinely revolutionary forces to fight the degenera-
tion taking place on the left was parallel to Lenin’s Zimmerwald position
in r915-16 when he called for a restoration of genuine proletarian inter-
nationalism. Korsch, like Lenin, attempted to gather all left-opposition-
alist forces. Unfortunately, Korsch’s call for work with “all left groups
within or outside the KPD, including the KAP,” and his solidarity with
Zinoviev and the left-opposition in the Soviet Union only served to
splinter the left opposition in Germany which maintained more “purist,”
sectarian positions. In fact one of the left-oppositionalist groups split
with Korsch's group because they claimed Korsch wanted to be a new
Lenin!™s

Korsch's identification with Leninism at the time was not based on
belief in the unshakable “truth’ of the Leninist theory but rather arose
from solidarity with the Leninist forces: those workets and groups who
in the name of Leninism carried out actual revolutionary struggles. He
saw a struggle taking place in Europe from about 1921-1928 between
Leninist revolutionary forces and counterrevolutionary fotces, and sup-
ported the revolutionary forces and thus Leninism, His critique of Stalin-
ism as a counterrevolutionary opportunistic tendency was thus carried
out from the standpoint of a Leninism rooted in the left-oppositionalist
forces to Stalin in the Soviet Union and in the world Communist move-
ment. It was only after the definite defeat of the left-revolutionary forces
in the Soviet Union and Burope, who proclaimed themselves the true
heis of Leninism, that Korsch began to put Leninism itself in question.
He concluded that Leninism had become an ideology utilized for counter-
tevolutionary purposes (by the Stalinists) and that therefore the time had
come to “cut the umbilical cord to Leninism.”

Korsch began the process of detaching himself from Leninism in a re-
markable essay, “The Second Party,” his most defailed analysis of the
crisis in the Soviet Union and its import for the world revolutionary
movement.,'** He begins by noting how the Fifteenth Party Day of the
Communist party in the Soviet Union (December 2-19, 1927) had re-
vealed an open split between Stalin and the left opposition (Trotsky,
Zinoviev, the Sapronow group, etc.).** Korsch carefully examines the
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programs of the various Soviet opposition groups (*'the second party™)
and indicates how their demands that the working class receive better
working conditions, higher wages, more education and training, more
meaningful work, and so forth might seem merely “reformist.””2%® But
in Korsch's view: “What appears in its abstract content as inadequate and
‘reformist’ demands of the oppositional ‘workers’ program loses imme-
diately its seemingly reformist character as soon as one considers it just a
little marxistically; that is, historically, concretely, and in the context of
the real struggles of the Russian working class.”*%® In the context of the
struggle against Stalinism and the degeneration of Socialism in the Soviet
Union, the demands of the left opposition are genuinely revolutionary
because “the objective content of the demands which they raise must break
through in the end the dominating party and state ideology.”15” Here for
the first time since the early 1920's, Korsch justaposes revolutionary
workers’ struggles to a non-revolutionary state and party ideology, thus
beginning to question the Leninist theory of the party and state. He
argues that the opposition has “the function of representing ihe real class
interest of the Russian proletariat against the Soviet State ruled by the
Communist party.”'s® But if this “second party” wants to solve the im-
mense problems it faces, it must “break the umbilical cord through which
its leaders—even the clearest and most consequent among them—have
been chained up until this day to the “Leninist’ theory of the past.”?
Korsch is now—and not before now—the thoroughgoing oppositionalist
of the Korsch legend. Leninism is now rejected as an ideology of the past,
a chain and fetter on the working class movement, an umbilical cord that
must be snapped to move forward into a new era of revolutionary strug-
gle. Before breaking the cord, Korsch pays last homage to the old master,
praising Lenin’s “‘powerful historical achievement” and explaining that
“all the Russian proletariat and with them the entire class conscious revo-
lutionary vanguard of the international proletariat had to be Leninist in
the past,”% But the past is the past and Leninism has degenerated into
a “Leninist ideology"” full of “illusions” and *'deceptive images” (Trug-
bildern). Thus, as Korsch put it in his 1930 reflections on Marxism and
philosophy, “‘the Leninist theory is not theoretically capable of answering
the practical needs of the international class struggle in the present
period." 10

A bitter irony in the whole situation is that those who call themselves
Leninists in the Soviet Union have forgotten, or suppressed, Lenin's two
fundamental propositions on the situation in the Soviet Union: *'1, the
theoretical proposition that as a concrete task in Russia only the bourgeois
revolution stands for the time being on the day's agenda; and 2. the
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tactical principle that the task of the Russian proletariat and its revolu-
tionary party can only consist of carrying through the bourgeois revolu-
tion under these historical circumstances.”? Korsch argues that both the
Stalinists and the oppositionalists who stress the proletarian character
of the October revolution are creating a “socialism legend.”

Korsch now argued that Leninism was first used to hasten the develop-
ment of capitalism and industrialization in Russia and to create the myth
that the Soviet Union was socialist. Then after Lenin’s death, Leninism
degenerated further into a “legitimating tool” of the Stalinist leadership
that functioned to occlude the real situation in the Soviet Union and to
enslave the working class, This being the case, the demand to “restore the
pure teaching of Lenin™ (against Stalin's and Bukharin’s falsification)
“is completely useless and in its results is a reactionary effort,”18 For the
" Leninist’ ideology of the still existing ‘revolutionary dictatorship of
the proletariat’ and the always ‘stormily’ progressing ‘construction of so-
cialism in Soviet Russia’ has long become a legend, and at the same time
has become a consciously utilized means of holding back the workers, not
only in their conscions struggles for their independent class goals that
have not been satisfied by the bourgeois transformation, but also in their
struggle for their most immediate life-interests. For these reasons a break
with this ‘Leninist’ ideology, which has developed at last into a fetter on
the proletarian class struggle, is an immediate and pressing necessity.” 1%
Hence Korsch urges the Soviet opposition—and all other oppositional-
ists—to carry out “‘an immediate and total break with Leninism which—
whatever its character in the past—has today in its content and function
become a seemingly classless but in reality bourgeois and anti-proletarian
state ideology. 1%

Korsch had now broken completely with Leninism, He was and would
remain the great left-oppositionalist revered by the anti-Leninists.
Korsch's break must have been difficult and painful and was petformed
in 2 moment of defeat and not raging glory. At the moment he was urg-
ing the left opposition to break with Leninism, the left opposition in the
Soviet Union was defeated by Stalin and the German left opposition was
hopelessly fragmented. Korsch sardonically recorded this fact with the
cynical Stalinist announcement that “such a second party already is pres-
ent in Russia but only in the prisons . . . in Siberia, in illegality, and in
emigration,’'16

Korsch concluded ""The Second Party” with the plea that the working
class should no longer wage their struggles within the Communist party
but should develop a truly communist politics outside the patty: “Our
task consists in destroying that dead ‘communism’ that lives on as a de-
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pressing and often idiotic specter in today’s proletarian workers’ move-
ment; sending it to its death and carrying on with double energy today’s
contemporary and real struggles of the working class that are already
beginning with perceptible new power.”**" Heroic and fine sounding
words, but who was to carry on these new struggles, where were the new
powets that were to carry out the struggles outside the communist party?
“Here is Rhodes, leap here,” Korsch concluded; “There is Marxism and
Leninism and there is real communist politics under today’s given condi-
tions.”*® Tragically, Korsch could not really envisage a *‘second party”
and real Communist politics in Germany outside of the KPD because of
the disarray of the left opposition in Germany. The best he could do was
to call upon “the Russian class-conscious proletariat and the entire class-
conscious vanguard of the proletariat of the entire world to be summoned
today anew to the old, powerful Marxist solution: 'PROLETARIAT OF THE
WORLD UNITE.' "%

Korsch was standing at the end of a historical era looking back at the
struggles and hopes of the previous ten years, looking for a new begin-
ning, His tragedy was the tragedy of the European working-class move-
ment whose string of defeats was so demoralizing after their hopeful
advances in 1917-1921— a period which had seemed to put socialist
revolution on the historical agenda. ““The Second Party” was the last
dying gasp of the German left opposition before the nightmare of
fascism. The spectre of communism that had haunted Europe would be
replaced by the reality of fascism. Those of the left opposition who did
not die in Stalin’s death camps would find refuge in Hitler’s concentra-
tion camps or would be forced into exile.
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3. The Crisis of Marxism

In 1928 the left opposition was hopelessly fragmented by sectatian splin-
tering and had clearly failed to establish a living altetnative to the Com-
munist and Social Democratic parties. Korsch began working with inde-
pendent leftist trade unions and gave lectures on economics, labor law,
and Marxism. Since the parties had failed to materially advance the lib-
eration of the working class, Korsch focused his energies on the activities
of revolutionary unions and their struggles.* The results of over a decade
of class struggle in Europe and the Soviet Union were, he bitterly con-
cluded, an even greater enslavement of the workers—progress in dom-
ination.2 Moreover, the Stalinization process in the Soviet Union and
advent of fascism in Burope indicated the possibility of even greater suf-
fering for the workers in the future. The failure of the focal working-
class organizations forced Korsch to seek both new tevolutionary possi-
bilities, and the reasons for the shipwreck of the working-class advance
which had seemed to put socialist revolution on the historical agenda.
Korsch's tragedy was that he grasped the reasons for the failure of the
working-class movement, anticipated the triumph of fascism and counter-
revolution, but could envision no forces, groups, or strategies which
could withstand the counterrevolutionary offensive, This state of affairs
forced Korsch to put Marxism and his own theoretical position into rad-
ical question,

Let us reflect here a moment on the strange political-theoretical odyssey
of Karl Korsch, He traversed the full spectrum of German left parties,
moving from the SPD and Fabian socialism to the Independent Socialist
Party (USPD) after the war, and then to the KPD in 1920, Further,
Korsch was one of the first to be expelled from the KPD and the Com-
munist International, and became one of the leading figures of the left
opposition in 1926. Korsch—better than any Western Marxist—reflects
the waves of revolution and counterrevolution that inundated Burope in
the 1920’s, Korsch's theorizing was rooted in the tumultuous class strug-
gles of the Weimar republic, 2nd he developed and modified his theory
in relation to the ever-changing historical situation, The praxis philos-
opher Korsch was above all concerned to obtain a unity of theory and
practice,? that is, to derive his theory from the requirements and possibil-
ities of the historical situation, and then to translate the theory into
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Kautsky's “orthodoxy” were nugatory.® Although Kautsky claimed his
theory is “'pure science,” Korsch interpreted it as the “ideological expres-
sion of a determinate historical movement.” More precisely, Kautskyism
is the “ideology of German Social Democracy which in its latest phase
presents the transition from a concealed to an open revisionism."”” Korsch
carries through a brilliant demonstration of Kautsky’s falsification of
Marx that at once suppressed the revolutionary content of Marxism and
“cryptically veiled” Kautsky's own “hidden revisionist content.’® Korsch
shows how Kautsky's theory of history borrows much from the Marxian
concept but at crucial points departs from and distorts the Marxian
theory. Through an analysis of Kautsky's notions of “Dialectic and De-
velopment,” “Nature and Society,” “‘the State,” “Class and Class Strug-
gle,” and the “Historical Significance of Kautskyism,” Korsch argues
that Kautsky completely suppresses the revolutionary components of
Marxism by reifying Marx's historical materialism into an objectivistic
set of categories and laws that passively reflects historical development,
excluding activist, praxis-oriented, revolutionary features of Marxism.
He shows further how Kautsky continually falls behind the level of
Marxian theory to earlier bourgeois theories and ideas. Korsch concludes
that Kautskyism has become a fetter on today’s working class which lim-
its its struggles to “the ideals and goals of the once revolutionaty bour-
geoisie" that sacrifices the revolutionary content of Marxism.®

In a 1930 addition to a new edition of Marxism and Philasophy,
Korsch includes Lenin and Soviet Marxism in the current Marxist “‘ortho-
doxy" which in his view falsifies revolutionary Marxism. He marvels that
SOC.IEl] Democratic and Communist critics both denounced Marxism and
Ifbl'lo:op{)? on identical grounds.* Both maintained a dogmatic, scien-
tistic-positivist conception of Marxism that suppressed its dialectical, his-
torically specific, and critical components, Both maintained a “materialist
outlook that is colored by the natural sciences,”™* which in effect reflects
the dominant bourgeois attitude of scientific positivism. Thus in Korsch’s
view, I.en.in and his followers never abandoned the “spiritual legacy” of
the Marxism of the Second International, “in spite of some things they
said in the heat of battle.”*2 The problem, Korsch believed, was that the
Marxist orthodoxies really never adopted the whole of the Marxian
theoty. Rather, all they adopted were “some isolated economic, political
and social theories, extracted from the general content of revolutionary
Mal:xxsm.”“ This altered the meaning of Marxism and truncated and
falsified its content.

T}.le concllfsions of Korsch's researches into the failure of Marxism to
provide a satisfactory theoty and practice of revolution are a major theme
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of his later work. *“The Passing of Marxian Orthodoxy" provides a swan
song to the hopes of an earlier epoch of revolutionary struggle. Korsch
suggests that Bernstein’s revisionism-reformism alone expressed the real-
ity of the working-class movement which was engaged in reformist prac-
tice. In Korsch's view, the revolutionary thetoric of the “orthodox”
Marxists was a mere “ideological dissemblance” which had nothing to
do with the practice and reality of the working class movement. More-
over, even the “‘left” Marxists Lenin and Luxemburg failed to penetrate
to the core of the problem and focused on Bernstein's theory, whose
power to seduce and mislead the workers they saw as the problem. Lux-
emburg, Korsch suggests, was guilty of an “'ideological bedazzlement” in
claiming that “Bernstein’s theory was the first and at the same time the
last attempt to give a theoretical base to opportunism within a supposedly
still revolutionary Social Democratic movement.** As it turns out, she
was historically refuted in arguing against Bernstein (who claimed that
the movement was everything and the final goal nothing) that the “‘final
goal was everything,” for it “revealed itself in subsequent actual history
as in fact that nothing which Bernstein, the sober obsetver of reality, had
already termed it.""** Hence Luxemburg failed to see that the problem
was not Bernstein’s theory, but reformist practice which Bernstein merely
—honestly and accurately—expressed.

Lenin too, Korsch argued, although “subjectively a deadly enemy of
the ‘renegade’ Bernstein,” tacitly and silently conceded Bernstein's main
point about the reformism of the working-class movement by rooting the
“revolutionary character” of the labor movement not in actual class
struggles or the movement itself, but rather “only in the Jeadership of
this struggle by way of the revolutionary PARTY guided by a corvect
Marxist theory.”* Korsch intensifies his critique of Lenin in “The His-
tory of the Marxist Ideology in Russia,” where he suggests that Lenin
transformed Marxism into “an ideological form assumed by the material
struggle for putting across the capitalist development in a pre-capitalist
country.”" Ironically, Korsch is suggesting that Marxism played the
same role in Russia as bourgeois ideology in Europe by serving to accel-
erate capitalist development, Whereas the populist Narodnik ideology
stressed that capitalism was impossible in Russia, Lenin from the be-
ginning represented the Marxist viewpoint that Russia must proceed
through the stages of industrialization and capitalism to be able to ulti-
mately construct a socialist society. Korsch shows how Marx, Engels, and
Lenin all were willing to adopt their theory to the conditions in Russia
and how from the beginning Marxism served as “an ideological cloak
for a development which in its actual tendency is capitalistic.”” Hence, in
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'Korsch’.s view, Marxism in Russia was but 2 “revolutionary myth"” which
ideologically prochimed that what was in fact capitalist development
was revolutionary socialist development. Both Stalin and Trotsky—and
official Soviet Marxists—followed the “new Marxist myth of the inher-
ently socialist character of the Soviet State and of the thereby basically
guaranteed possibility of a complete realization of socialist society in 2n
isolated Soviet Russia.”'** Korsch sadly concludes, ““This degenesation of
the Marxian doctrine to a mere ideological justification of what in its
actual tendency is a capitalist State and thus, inevitably, a State based on
the suppression of the progressive revolutionary movement of the pro-
_letanan class, closes the first phase of the history of the Marxist ideology
in Russia,’1®
Hence Korsch believed that both Soviet Marxism and Social Demo-
cratic revisionism had become ideologies that legitimated 2 reformist
practice which in fact strengthened the capitalist system., Both were thus
divorced from the reality of those genuinely revolutionaty forces and
struggles which sought the overthtow of capitalism and construction of
socialism. Marxism had become an ideology vitiated by a split between
theory and revolutionary practice, which both legitimated reformist prac-
tice and served as an instrument of domination (in particularly the Soviet
Union). Wheress eatlier Korsch had blamed the failure of the working-
class movement on its neglect/suppression of the revolutionary core of
Marxism and urged a restoration of revolutionary Marxism, he now be-
8an to assess the extent to which Marxism itself was responsible for the
debacles of the working-class movement: “It is deceptive and even false
to see the. theoretical origins of the present crisis as resulting either from
a pervetsion of an oversimplification of Marx's and Engels’ revolution-
aty theory at the hands of their successors, It is equally misleading to
juxtapose this degenerated, falsified Marxism to the ‘pure theory' of
Marx and Engels themselves, In the final analysis, today’s crisis is the
ceisis of Marx’s and Engels’ theory as well.”"2
The crisi‘s of Marxism, Korsch wrote, reveals itself both as a collepse
of thF dominant position Marxism held in the revolutionary movement,
and in the transformation of Marxian theory and practice into a state
orthodoxy and reformist practice, Marxism is a product of an earlier era
of class struggle and “consequently lacks any real relation to contempor-
ary class struggles emerging as a result of wholly new conditions,''#*
Marx and Engels had carried out a full scale critique of “all aspects of
the existing class society (economic base and superstructure) from the
?;;v‘lly' aiq(;me;l perspective of the proletariat” and conceptualized both
rear evelopmiental laws of the existing capitalist society and hence,
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at the same time, the real conditions of revolutionary class actions,”'*
But the curtent Marxist orthodoxy had “developed into a purely abstract
and passive theory dealing with the objective course of social develop-
ment as determined by external laws.” Korsch was objecting to both a
theoretical stagnation of Marx’s theory which had failed to keep up with
the vicissitudes of capitalist development, and to the reification of Marx-
ism into a set of objectivistic laws that supposedly described the objec-
tive course of capitalist development (and crisis/collapse). These laws
were formulated in a system of “scientific socialism™ that allowed its
adepts to predict the course of economic-political development. This
scientization of Marxism fell prey, Korsch believed, to an “‘objectivistic
fetishism” that reified economic laws into a deterministic system, and
which excluded elements of class struggle and “‘the subjective action of
the working class.”

Korsch took up this theme in an essay “On Some Fundamental Pre-
suppositions for a Materialistic Discussion of Crisis Theory.” He criti-
cized “objectivistic” theories of capitalist crisis which postulate the inev-
itable fall of capitalism, according to laws of “iron logic.” Such a theory
is based upon “insufficient deduction” and is therefore pseudo-scientific,
Further it also is not the best sort of theory for producing revolutionary
consciousness and action, since it induces fatalism and a passive waiting
for the collapse. It can also contribute to mystifying the workers by their
learned “‘theoreticians” who supposedly hold the key to historical devel-
opment, Equally dubious from both a scientific and political point of
view afe those theories of capitalist stability maintained by Bernstein,
Hilferding and the like, which claim that capitalism is now crisis-free
and can overcome any temporaty dislocations, This thesis flies in the face
of a series of acute crises, Korsch believed, and reduces socialism to a
moral demand or reformist practice. Hence the Marxist crisis theory re-
sembles a “revolutionary myth” in Sorel's sense. No really scientific
prediction can be made as to the avoidability or inevitability of capitalist
crises. This does not mean, however, as Sorel seemed to believe, that rev-
olutionary theory solely consists of myths that move the workers to action.
“The materialist stance,” Korsch wrote, “‘believes that certain, if only
always very limited, prognostic statements sufficient for practical action
can be made on the basis of always more exact and thorough empirical
investigations of the present capitalist mode of production and its recog-
nizible immanent tendencies of development, The materialist, therefore,
investigates thoroughly the given situation of capitalist production in-
cluding the contradictions found therein, among which are also the situ-
ation, the level of consciousness, the degree of organization, and the
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readiness for struggle of the working class and alf the various levels of
the working class in order to determine its action."2s

Korsch appraised various Marxian theories by their consequences for
political action, as well as their general validity. From both a theoretical
and practical point of view, he dissected and put in radical question the
leading Marxian theories. He concluded that none of the current trends
in Marxism stood as an adequate theoretical expression for the continued
practical needs of the proletarian class struggle. In fact, in the past dec-
ades, he argued, “the most important living theory of proletarian class
struggle came from three different directions, cach of which consciously
and unconsciously stood opposed to orthodox Marxist theory. These
three were: unionist reformism, revolutionary syndicalism, and Leninist
Bolshevism."* Each of these tendencies is rooted in living class struggles
and sought “to make the subjective action of the working class rather
than the objective development of capitalism the main focus of socialist
theory."* Korsch begins here his attempt to break the hegemony of
Marxism over revolutionary struggles and to assess alternative theories,
strategies, and movements which might aid the struggles of the working
classin their liberation from capitalism,
. In the search for new revolutionary theories, possibilities, and open-
ings, Korsch applied a critical historical materialist method to analyze
the si_gniﬁcance of the Paris commune, the Russian Soviets, the German
councils system, revolutionary syndicalism and anarchism, the workers'
cpllectivcs in Spain, and struggles in “the marginal areas of the interna-
tional capitalist system,”*® or what is today called the Third World, He
also called for a re-evaluation of the theories of the “utopian socialists
from Thomas Mote to the present day,” and of such rivals of Marx as
Blanqui, and even his “sworn enemies™ such as Proudhon and Bakunin.?'
The assessment of the significance of alternative theories and practice
of revolution to Marxism would requie putting elements of the Marxian
theoty in radical question, The remainder of my essay will discuss: (1)
Korsch’s cntiqqe of the Marxian theory of revolution; (2) his search
for new possibilities for revolution; (3) his analysis of new obstacles
to revolution in the emerging world-wide counterrevolution; and (4)
Korsch’s appraisal of what is living and dead in Marxism.

Critigue of the Marxian Theory of Revolution

Two articles on the Paris Commune, translated in this anthology, enabled

Korsch to assess the importance of the Paris Commune in the context of
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an emerging critique of the Marxian theory of revolution. Korsch applied
here his historical materialist method, and criticized the leading Marxists’
lavish praise of the commune as the model of revolutionary practice and
the “dictatorship of the proletariat,” by interpreting the significance of
the commune in the context of the history of class struggle in Europe. The
Paris Commune for Korsch presented a task of “revolutionary self-criti-
cism,” and a demystification of the Marxian interpretation of it. Korsch
showed that there is a contradiction in Marx's appraisal of the commune,
where he at once esteemed it as the “finally discovered political form for
the liberation of the proletariat,” and then claimed that the commune is
valuable because of its openness, its indeterminateness, and its potential-
ities for further development.?® For Korsch, this contradiction disclosed
a deeper contradiction at the heart of the Marxian political theory. For
on one hand, Marx enthusiastically affirmed the commune—which was
a decentralized people’s government on the Proudhonian federalist model
—and yet Marx himself was an admirer of centralized state power. This,
according to Korsch, revealed a contradiction in Marx’s attitude toward
the state which at once is to be a “'dictatorship of the proletariat,” and is
supposed to “wither away.” In fact, Korsch believed that serious prob-
lems resulted from the Marxian failure to resolve the antinomy between
a decentralized-federalist political model and the highly centralized dic-
tatorship of the proletariat model.

Korsch himself was becoming increasingly critical of the Marxian
political theory and theory of the state which were full, he believed, of
unresolved problems. He was becoming increasingly distrustful of the
Marxian notion of the centralized state and was becoming more sympa-
thetic to decentralized/federalist concepts.®® He thought the Marxian
theoty of the “two stages” from socialism to communism® provided a
legitimation to indefinitely postpone the construction of the higher stage
of socialism. He believed this problem was evident in the actual develop-
ment of the Soviet Union where Stalin justified his counterrevolutionary
politics by claiming that the Soviet Union was but in the first stage of
transition, and that realizing the more radical demands of socialism must
be postponed to the future.

Korsch also began to believe that the Marxian theory of revolution
was tied to its own historical circumstances of development, and was
infected with Blanquist-Jacobian features.®* That is, Marx formulated
his political theoty in response to his study and experience of the French
Revolution and class struggles in France. He remained highly impressed
with the Jacobian dictatorship—a strong centralized state used as the
instrument of revolution—and the Blanquist strategy of winning state
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power through the insurrection of a revolutionary elite, But the French
tevolution was after ail a bourgeois revolution, Korsch reasoned in his
relentless logic, and perhaps Marx’s understanding of revolution was too
clt?sely connected to the historical development of the bourgeoisie, which
might be inappropriate for today’s working-class struggles under changed
historical conditions,

As Korsch put it in *“Theses on Hegel and Revolution,” ““The theory
of proletarian revolution was not developed as such from its own founda-
tion, but on the contrary arose from the bourgeois revolution and thus in
every relation to content and method is still tzinted with the birthmarks
t:f .]'aco’binisr.n, that is the bourgeois theory of revolution.”s In Korsch's
"Marx s Position on the European Revolution of 1848," he sugpests that
"Marx has remained dominated by the traditional conception™ of revolu-
tion produced out of the French Revolution.® In this article, Korsch
shows that the demands Marx put forth in his activities during the Ger-
man Revolution of 184849 did not overstep those of the “democratic
revcglution" and concludes: “Marx rejects positing a future socialist utopia
against the reality of the bourgeois revolution. But he continuously
sought to force upon the new tevolutionary movement of his time past
actions which were hardly connected with the forms of its ptesent condi-
tions, He sought to lift the democratic revolution of his time to a higher
level and failed to see that this ‘higher level’ in reality is but a historical
level that was already once reached by the total revolutionary movement
of a past epoch” {i.e., the bourgeois revolution]. %

Further, Korsch argued in “Marxism and the Present Tasks of the
Proletarian Class Struggle” that there is something odd about “the ideo-
losglcal character of this wholesale identification of an established doctrine
with the_ revolutionary struggle of the working class.”’#s That is, he found
it peculiar that the doctrines of nineteenth-century bourgeois theorists
such as Marx and Engels should be taken as the authentic expression and
guld'e for contemporary proletarian class struggles and be expected to
continue to [ead the way in the future, Here Korsch broke with his earlier
identification of Marxism and Leninism with the revolutionary move-
ment. He now noted that “the identity of a bourgeois bred doctrine with
all present and future truly tevolutionary struggles of the proletarian
class assumed the character of a veritable miracle, "0 He believed that the
1dcntlﬁcat1'or} of Marxism with both the course of capitalist development
and proletarian class struggles took on a quasi-mystical chatacter and in
effect denied both that capitalism might well develop {or collapse) in
quite different ways than Marx envisioned. Further, the working class
might well develop a quite different strategy and goals for their libera-
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tion, Hence Korsch rejected the “‘preestablished harmony between the
Marxist doctrine and the actual proletarian movement itself” and urged
looking at existing class struggles and the historical situation anew to
discern possibilities for liberation and working class advancement.

Moreover Korsch discerned an exaggeration of the importance of poli-
tics and the state in both Marx and Lenin. The political thrust of much
of Korsch's later work was to emphasize the importance of trade union
struggles and the social and economic dimension for the liberation of the
working class, He thought that a Marxian theory of revolution, which
urged seizing state power and smashing the bourgeois state as the primary
revolutionary task, exaggerated the fundamentality of the political dimen-
sion and underestimated the importance of economic and social struggles.
The “trne secret of the revolutionary commune,”” he argued, “lies pre-
csely in its social content”—in the fact that the workers themselves took
control of their everyday life in all its facets—and not in discovering
some universally valid “political form.””s” Indeed, the political form of
the commune, Korsch slyly and irreverently pointed out, is bourgeois to
the core, and has its origins in the middle ages in early municipal politi-
cal forms which the bourgeoisie developed, even before its centralized
state, as a weapon against the former feudal ruling classes. The prole-
tariat can learn important lessons from the Paris Commune and might be
able to use some of its features in constructing a future society, Korsch
believed, but it is a mistake to make a fetish of the commune and hold
it up as the mode] for all revolutionary struggles now and forevermore.
Korsch's conclusion to his study of the Paris commune contains 2n im-
plicit critique of the Marxian concept of the “dictatorship of the prole-
tariat,” and instead urges as a Marxist concept of the state the earlier
notion of a “free association”: ““The authentic end-goal of proletarian
class struggle is not some ‘more democratic,’ ‘more communal’ or even
‘more soviet-like' state, but the classless and stateless Communist society
whose encompassing form is no longer political force but that ‘association,
in which the free development of each is the condition for 1he free devel-
opment of all’ (Commnnist Manifesio )"

New Forms of Revolutionary Struggle in Spain

Korsch's attempt to at once discern new possibilities and models of rev-
olution, and to criticize a too narrow Matxian concept of revolution, was
given decisive impetus by the Spanish Civil War, which was creating new
forms of revolutionary struggle and new models of socioeconomic organi-
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zation in the Spanish collectives.*® Korsch hoped that Spain would pro-
vide possibilities for the development of a truly revolutionary movement
that would be independent of the hegemony of the Soviet Union and
Communist party and would thus avoid the pitfalls of Stalinism. In ro31
he visited Spain as 2 guest of the Spanish syndicalists, the CN'T, in their
congress at Madtid. He wrote a sober and realistic account of ““The Span-
ish Revolution,” published in September, 1931, as well as two later
reports on Spain, “Economics and Politics in Revolutionary Spain” and
“Collectivization in Spain”—the first two of which are collected in this
volume, In an unpublished draft, “The Prehistory of the Spanish Revolu-
tion,"” Korsch showed how different waves of revolution and reaction in
Spain in the last half-century paralleled European development, He
pointed out that the “main tendency in the workers’ movement in Spain
was decisively anti-statist, anarchist, and syndicaliss.”’* The Social Derno-
cratic party in Spain, on the other hand, showed, even before its Furopean
counterpats, the reformist “state-preservative” position which would
characterize European Social Democrats,

In “The Spanish Revolution” Kotsch carefully analyzed the situation
that led the King to flee from Spain and opened the door to potential
revolutionary change. He discussed the different leftist forces struggling
for power and the tasks, problems, and obstacles they faced. He was
especially sympathetic to the attempt of the revolutionary syndicalist
CNT to throw off the yoke of oppression and “to build a truly free and
autonomous workers’ life.”+2 He favorably discussed the detailed program
set forth at the June, 1931, congress in Madrid which he visited, and he
indicated the political and economic problems remaining to be solved.
He also analyzed the dangers of counterrevolution posed by the old re-
actionary powers, which were in fact later to fuse together in a fascist
ctucible and overthrow the revolution.

In “Economics and Politics in Revolutionaty Spain,” written seven
years later when Korsch was in exile in America, he summed up the
achievements and lessons to be learned from experiences in Spain, Korsch
was especially interested in the fact that the state power collapsed almost
completely, enabling the workers to construct their own form of socio-
economic self-government in the Spanish collectives. The achievements
of the Spanish collectives showed what the workers could do in every
industry and realm of life to reorganize their activity when they had the
power to control their own lives and working conditions, The collectiviza-
tion of industry took place on a regional and local level in both small and

large scale industries and revealed the power of the people to administer
and govern their own life,
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The failure to maintain the collectives against the counterrevolutionary
powers resulted at least in part, Korsch believed, from the “traditional
attitude of non-concernedness in all matters political and not strictly eco-
nomic and social”” of the Spanish syndicalists and aparchists,*s Hence in
Korsch’s view the lesson to be learned from the ultimate failure of the
revolution in Spain was “‘the vital connection between the economic and
political action in every phase of the proletarian class struggle.’** Here
it might be noted that Korsch never subscribed to the anarchist position
on the unimportance of the state and political struggles. Although
Korsch mistrusted Marxian over-emphases on the state and politics, he
believed that the anarchists are just as one-sided in their neglect of the
preblem of the state and politics. Korsch himself urged a position that
saw the vital importance of all economic, political and social struggles
for liberation and the overthrow of capitalism.

Moreover, Korsch warned against judging the events in Spain (or any-
where else) from the standpoint of some ideal theory of revolution and
then condemning a group or situation for failing to follow the model of
the theory (as some Marxists were criticizing the Spanish for failing to
follow the example of the Bolsheviks). Although one can, Korsch con-
cluded, learn important lessons from revolutionary struggles of the past,
one should be aware of the historical uniqueness of the specific conditions
and not impose an abstract theory of revolution on conditions to which
it may not be appropriate (this is a political consequence of Korsch's
principle of historical specificity) ** Korsch was concerned to break the
hegemony of Marxism on revolutionary theory and to observe how
specific revolutionary conditions produce a variety of forms of struggle
and theory.

Korsch concretized his study of Spain further in an essay, **Collectiviza-
tion in Spain,” in which he discussed an anthology dealing with the de-
tails of the actual workers’ struggles that let “the Spasnish revolntionaries
speak for themselves” so as to provide “‘the real content of the present
struggles in revolutionary Spain,” 46 The experiments with the collectiviza-
tion of industry and agriculture provided, Korsch believed, *‘a new type
of transition from capitalist to communist method of production that has
been achieved, though incompletely, in an imposing variety of forms.s?
Korsch indicated some examples of the “new type of community produc-
tion" and “new life of libertarian communism,” The success achieved by
the Spanish workers at reorganizing their life and work, despite incred-
ible obstacles, testified to the initiative, endurance, and capacity for action
in a working class unfettered by bourgeois domination. Especially praised
is “'the emerging of the anti-State attitude of the revolutionary Spanish
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proletariat, unhampered by self-created otganizational or idealogical
obstacles,"#® The collectivization process was extended to not only capi-
talist fiems and large farms, but also took place in municipal and state
organizations, encompassing even barbershops and prostitution! This far-
ranging process of socialization eloquently testifies “'to the peculiar crea-
tive power of the revolution” that was attempting to transform all realms
of everyday life.s

Franco and his fascist cohorts, supported by the minions of Hitler and
Mussolini, were to end this inspiting experiment in libertarian self-
management socialism, but the final defeat and liquidation did not, in
Korsch's view, obliterate its importance as an example of working class
struggle. Korsch was not in the least blind, however, to the menacing
danger the working class faced from the monstrous expansion of fascism
and counterrevolution on 2 world-wide scale. We recall that early in the
1920’ Korsch focused on the fascist phenomenon in Germany and con-
tinued to analyze and struggle against the growth of fascism in the 1930's.
The result is his theory of counterrevolution,

Korsch Analyzes the Counterrevolntion

'In 193132 as part of his educational work in Berlin, Korsch formulated

Theses Towatd a Critique of the Fascist Concept of the State.”’s° Fascism
was not in his view primarily a regtession to a pre-bourgeois type of state,
but was rather a “modern state form* that was a negation of the fiberal
concept of the state, Although the fascists maintained “a completely
irrational state mythology,” they “carried out through the ‘elite’ a sober,
1Ilusxon~fr§e rational goal-directed state praxis,” Korsch took the ortho-
dox Marxian position that the fascist state arose from the foundation of
monopoly capitalism, and exercised a monopoly of state power that
tepresented t.he interests of monopoly capital, and that the fascist state
took the explicit form of a class state exercised by the bourgeoisie, Hence;
as opposed to Bolshevism, fascism attempted to preserve the previous
relations of production and failed to “unleash new forces of production.”
Finafy, t}.\e tendency of the fascist state was toward totalitarian control
of the entirety of society and fascism threatened to spread throughout the
capitalist world and to become an international counterrevolutionary
menace,

Indeed. this is exactly what happened. Hitler's national socialism tri-
umphed in Germany and forced Korsch and other radicals to emigrate.
Korsch went underground and attempted to organize resistance after the
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Reichstag fire gave the Nazis an excuse to exterminate the left. Resistance
was hopeless, however, and Korsch was forced to emigrate to England
and later America.5!

Korsch continued to analyze the fascist phenomenon and concluded
after the triumph of fascism in Italy and Germaay, after Franco's victory
in Spain, and in light of the Stalinist crimes in the Soviet Union, that the
counterrevolution had triumphed on a world-wide scale. The dimensions
of the counterrevolution, the threat it posed to the working class, and
possible actions to be taken against it were analyzed in “State and Counter-
revolution,” “'The Fascist Counterrevolution,” and *“The Workers’ Fight
against Fascism"—-all of which are published in this anthology. In “State
and Counterrevolution,” Korsch begins by exclaiming, “More than any
preceding period of recent history and on a much vaster scale, our period
is a time not of revolution but of counterrevolution.”®* The counter-
revolution prevailed, he claimed, as a conscious attempt both to destroy
an actual revolutionary process and to prevent a future one from taking
place. The counterrevolution represented a decisive defeat for the wotk-
ing class, and the politics of European and Soviet leaders aimed at “'the
creation of conditions which will make impossible any independent move-
ment of the European working class fora long time."'®*

Korsch analyzed the new role of the state in creating a “'fascist state
capitalism’ that more consciously than ever before uses the state as an
instrument of suppression. Further, “The imperialist war and its after-
math have greatly accelerated and intensified both the transformation of
monopoly capitalism into state-monopoly capitalism and the monstrous
oppression of the Jaboring masses by the state which becomes increasingly
intertwined with the all-powerful capitalist combines.” In this context,
Korsch believed that it is imperative to develop a theory of the counter-
revolutionary role of the state and to discover ways to combat it:

... the Russian and non-Russian wotkers today cannot confine
themselves to experiencing the steadily advancing counterrevo-
lution without making every effort to interpret its significance.
By a careful examination of the past they must find out both the
objective and the subjective causes for the victory of fascist state
capitalism, They must closely watch its unfolding in order to
discover the old and new forms of contradiction and antago-
nism appearing in that development. Finally they must find out
a practical way to resist, as a class, the further encroachments of
the counterrevolution and fater to pass from an active resistance
to an even more active counter-offensive in order to overthrow
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both the particular state capitalist form recently adopted and
the general principle of exploitation inherent in all old and new
forms of bourgeois society and its state power,5s

The Soviet Union was included in Korsch’s concept of the counter-
revolution and he wished to call attention to the counterrevolutionary
nature of the Soviet state. He indicated the need to analyze the process
through which a “‘revolutionary dictatorshi p" has become “a counterreva-
lutionaty state” and even “a powerful lever in the fascization of Fu-
rope.”* The problem is rooted, he suggests, in an ambiguity in the polit-
ical tflieory of Marxism and 2 failure to cut “the umbitical cord between
Marxfsm and Jacobinism.”* We noted the contradiction between the
Ma'rxlan emphasis on a strong centralized state and a decentralized peo-
ple’s government, and between the ““dictatorship of the proletariat” con-
cept and the notion of “the withering away of the state.” Marxism was too
b?und up, Korsch believed, with the Jacobian notion of a revolutionary
dictatorship using a strong centralized state as an instrument of “per-
manent tevolution.” The problem is that the state can be used as a new
Instrument of domination that acctues ever more power and anthority
and refuses to “'wither away.” This happened in the Soviet Union
through a “gradual degeneration” in which the state “abandoned more
and more of its original proletarian features” and became “an instrument
of the present day European counterrevolution.” s Korsch never unam-
biguously off.ers a solution to the problem of the state but his analysis
suggests a critique of the concept of the dictatorship of the proletariat
rjmd the over-emphasis of the role of the state in the revolutionary process
in the Marxian theory,

Korsch. criticizes those Marxists who applaud the triumph of fascism
a3 preparing the way for the later advent of socialism, such as those in
the KPD who advanced the slogan, “After Hitler, Us!" The problem, he
suggests in “The Fascist Counterrevolution,” is the lack of an adequate
Marxian concept of counterrevolution. Korsch shows how Marx, Proud-
hon, Lassalle, and the Socialist Democrats al] greeted various manifesta-
tions of counterrevolution as in some way creating conditions for a later
victoty of socialism. He argues that the disastrous position maintained by
the Comemunists that fascism was but a step on the way to socialism is
rooteq in the Marxian failure to understand counterrevolution. Most
Marxists, he claims, see counterrevolution as an “abnormal” interruption
ofa r}xlormally progressiye development; hence they are caught up in nine-
:t:ent century bov:u'geoxs concepts of progress and an amelioristic evolu-
lonaty view of history. Moreover, the Marxists under attack fail to see
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how fascism is part of the evolutionary growth of capitalism itself.
Korsch conceives fascism as an attempt to solve the tasks which the re-
formist parties and trade unions promised to achieve but were unable to
carry out. After the ""complete exhaustion and defeat of the revolutionary
forces,” fascism attempts to solve the labor problem, the problem of
planning the economy, and the problem of capitalist crisis, in 2 counter-
revolutionary manner that preserves the old relations of production.
Korsch argues: “From this viewpoint all those comfortable illusions
about a hidden revolutionary significance in the temporary victory of the
counterrevolution, in which the earlier Marxists so frequently indulged,
must be entirely abandoned,”’s®

In view of the world-wide triumph of the counterrevolution and Jack
of any perceptible revolutionary alternative, Korsch was very pessimistic
about the possibility of defeating fascism, or even beginning a decisive
working class offensive.”® He was especially skeptical of the strategy of
gathering all the so-called democratic forces to defeat fascism: “Least of
all can fascism be defeated by those people who, after a hundred years
of shameless acquiescence in the total abandonment of their original
ideals, now hasten to conjure up the infancy of the capitalist age with its
belief in liberty, equality, fraternity, and free trade, while at the same
time they surreptitiously and inefficiently try to imitate as far as possible
fascism’s abolition of the last remnants of those early capitalist ideas.”
In an article, *“The Workers' Fight against Fascism,” he analysed the
“crisis of democracy” and its tendency to either collapse in the face of
a fascist offensive, or to be ready to adopt fascist methods in its own econ-
omy, society, and foreign politics. In “The Fight for Britain, the Fight
for Democracy, and the War Aims of the Working Class,” he doubted
the sincerity of the desire of the British—who had appeased Hitler and
for a century had been the bulwark of imperialism—to represent democ-
racy and the interests of the working class.® Korsch rejected here the
united front strategy pushed by both the Comintern and the Social Dem-
ocrats. Instead, he urged the workers not to swallow whole the demo-
cratic slogans of the bourgeoisie but to attempt to advance their own class
aims and demands, and to beware of tendencies toward fascization from
within and without. This does not mean capitulation to fascism: *“This
criticism of the inept and sentimental methods of present-day anti-fas-
cism does not imply by any means that the wotkers should do openly what
the bourgeoisie does under the disguise of a so-called anti-fascist fight:
acquiesce in the victory of fascism. The point is to fight fascism not by
fascist means but on its own ground.”®® Fighting fascism on its own
ground presumably means fighting for control of production, fighting
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for control of the state, and fighting against monopoly capital in 11 jts
forms. The old class contradictions have emerged more brutaily than
before, Korsch believes, and the workers' primary responsibility is to
fight their major enemy, the capitalist ruling class:

What, then, is the hope left for the anti-fascists who are op-
posing the present European war and who will oppose the Coming
war of the hemispheres? The answer is that, just as life itself does
not stop at the entrance of war, neither does the material work
of modern industrial production. Fascists today quite cortectly
conceive the whole of their economy—that substitute for 2 genuine
socialist economy—in terms of a “‘war economy” (Webrwirs-
sehaft). Thus, it is the task of the workers and the soldiers to see
to it that this job is no longer done within the restrictive rules
imposed upon human labor in present-day capitalist, monopolist,
and oppressive society, It has to be done in the manner prescribed
by the particular instruments used; that is, in the manner prescribed
by the productive forces available at the present stage of industrial
development. In this manner both the productive and the destructive
forces of present-day society—as every worker, every soldier knows
~—can be used only if they are used against their present monopo-
listic rulers. Total mobilization of the productive forces presupposes
total mobilization of that greatest productive force which is the
revolutionary working class itself,®

Exactly what strategy Korsch had in mind here is unclear and in view
of the powerful hegemony of fascism and monopoly capitalism, he des-
paired of any real possibility of eliminating them. In “The Workess'
Fight against Fascism,” he analyzed the “economic pythia” that workers
in America faced in the highly concentrated and seemingly invulnerable
power of corporate capitalism, Basing his analysis on Betle and Means'
The Modern Corporation and Private Property and the 1939 Govern-
ment Repott “The Structure of the American Economy,” Korsch out-
lined the incredible concentration of corporate capital and power in
America. This state of affairs represents “'the end of the market” and the
devglopment of a spstem of corporate and state capitalism where monop-
tl::ly is the “general condition of present day economy.”®s He argued,
""More than at any previous time the monopoly of political power reveals
itself as the power to rule and control the social process of production.
At' the same time this means, under present conditions, the power to re-
strict production—both the production of industry in peace and the de-

The Crisis of Marxism  or

structive production in time of war—and to regulate it in the interest of
the monopolist class.”®

In Korsch’s view this new development of corporate capitalism is sim-
ilar in many ways to fascism itself:

There is very little difference between that economic “co-ordina-
tion” that is achieved, and sometimes not achieved, by the political
decrees of victorious Nazism, Fascism, and Bolshevism, and this

new “corporate community” that has been created by a slow but
relentless process in this country through the system of “interlocking
directorates,” through the activities of the major financial institu-
tions, through particular interest groups, through firms rendering
legal, accounting, and similar services to the larger corporations,
through “intercorporate stockholdings,” and a number of other
devices."

and

Thete is no essential difference between the way the New York
Times and the Nazi press publish daily “all the news that's fit to
print”—under existing conditions of privilege and coercion and
hypocrisy. There is no difference in principle between the eighty-
odd voices of capitalist mammoth corporations—which, over the
American radio, recommend to legions of silent listeners the use

of Ex-Lax, Camels, and neighborhood grocerys, along with music,
wat, baseball and domestic news, and dramatic sketches——and the
one suave voice of Mr, Goebbels who recommends armaments, race-
purity, and worship of the Fuehrer, He too is quite willing to let
them have music along with it—plenty of music, sporting news, and
all the unpolitical stuff they can take,®

Korsch’s evaluation of the totalitarian domination by capital and the
corporate state in advanced industrial society was amazingly similar in
some respects to the analyses of the Frankfurt School.® These theories
were developed in the 1930's and 1940’s under the dual impact of the
defeat of the working-class movement in the triumph of fascism, and
exposure as emigrés to the new conditions of life in the emerging late-
capitalist society in the United States. Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse,
and Korsch were overwhelmed by fascism and the United States in quite
similar ways, The experience of a Buropean emigré whose hopes for so-
cialist revolution were shattered on the twin reefs of fascism and corpo-
rate capitalism were clearly and interestingly expressed in a revealing let-
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ter to Paul Partos,?o accompanied by a document ""On American Sclence,”
written at the end of July, 1939, “America,” Korsch wrote, “is truly dif-
ferent from Burope, certainly from the ‘old’ Europe in which we all lived,
worked, and engaged in our struggles.””* In Europe one had a relatively
cleas conception of the state and society, the possibilities for social change
and how one could participate in the process. In Burope, “One stood
within a movement with a well-known past that led from a familiar pres-
ent to a sufficiently known future, One had a theoty which one could
felate to ‘critically” at will, exactly because one stood so firmly in it In
America, however, “everything is too big, too wide, too incomprehensi-
ble, too dispersed to enable one to take a similar position.” Moreover,
“the iso!ated individual feels himself too small, too powerless, and too
unknowing in view of the largeness, multiplicity, and changeability of
the general existence and process.” Both the individual and group found
then‘)selves in an “indeterminate” situation confronted with “unlimited
possibilities”: “‘an abstract infinity and freedom exists for everyone and
for no one.” Both the sciences and general conditions in America were
subject to incredible change and the proliferation of novelty, making
it impossible to get a firm grasp of things:

The constant change of investigated facts, the uncovering of new
regions, the discovery of new methods, and the instant classification
9E all countertendencies, the neutralization of all abnormality and
1l_legality, the instrumentalization of business, politics, corruption,
violence, criminality—all this is so much taken for granted that

the eruption of novelty in science signifies neither conflict nor ten-
ston but only the daily fulfilling of the moving principle——whereby
fyndafnenta.lly it doesn’t matter much whether the new is truly new,
since in the unceasing transition from what is now familiar to
something new' the old (Uralte) and everyday ( Alltigliche) will
always be discovered again as New.

‘Hence “change™ (Verinderung) itself is the principle of American

science.

) In this situation of flux and seeming novelty a critical theory seems to
ave lost its purpose and foundation. Korsch has intimations here of

Marcuse's “one-dimensionality” where all the classical contradictions of

Capitalism are stabilized in an unholy hatmony. In the process of constant
change, Korsch writes,

writes, “despite all fluctuation on the surface, there is
no d'angerous crisislike state, no conflict that isa’t neutralized, no idea
that 1s not at once ideologized and welcomed as a novelty by the dom-
inant ideology.”™* All this simultaneous change and stability/sameness
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has “the appearance of true progress,” but it is really just monopoly cap-
italism reproducing itself, creating a confusing garden of earthly delights
for consumption to provide “Prosperity everlasting”—which means in
effect higher profits and more efficient social control for the monopolists.
“A science that is institutionalized along with an institutionalized Big
Capital produces in one and the same way a new form of social demand.
In this way monopoly capitalism reproduces here in its cornucopia once
again the fortunate constellation from the early time of competitive cap-
italism: “The sciences blossom, the arts prosper, it is a joy to live.' '"%
Marcuse’s Happy Consciousness!

As for politics in America, Korsch could discover no point of inser-
tion for his left-oppositionalist tendency. “One can only say and do here
what is false, misunderstood, incomprehensible, if one does not wish to
limit oneself to the Sisyphean task of struggling against the poisoning
work of the C, P. {Communist party].”™ Struggling against Ametican
reformist, bureaucratized, and corrupt unions, as against the Communist
party, would only in any case serve the interests of the bourgeoisie against
labor. (Horkheimer was later to take a similar political position,) The
various political groups merely engage in a confused ““tug of war'’ against
each other, without the prospect of any decisive victory that will aid the
working class. What could one do in this situation, Korsch wondered.”
Yet, Korsch made a continuous effort to analyze the economic-political
situation in America, contributed articles to the leading Marxist journals,
gave lectures to workers and university people throughout his travels in
the United States, and maintained close contact with Paul Mattick and
the group of council communists—but had little hope of any possibility
of real radical change or efficacious political activism. “What the rela-
tively most active man of our tendency, Paul Mattick, does,”” Korsch wrote
to Partos, “appears to me too isolated, too short term for me to get in-
volved with it.”??

For the last twenty years, Korsch noted, the “‘unresolved task of the
revolutionaty” was to seek a way that would be more than a mere ““com-
plement’” to the Communist party. “The single historically real contribu-
tion here is that of the Spanish anarchists and you know better than
anyone how short-lived and painful even this historically best contribu-
tion to the solution to the general task came out,”™ Kotsch wrote to
Partos, whom he describes later to Brecht as “the last knight of the com-
pleted first revolutionary epoch of the Buropean workers’ movement who
happily turned home from Valencia in the Jasz hour.”™ The final result
of twenty years of class struggle was, in Korsch's view, a string of defeats:
*“The entire past workers’ movement in all its forms has really only pre-
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pared internal-capitalist progress, that is presently introduced in counter-
revolutionary form through ‘fascism’ and on a world scale is executed and
secured through all capitalist systems.”*® Thus, although Korsch con-
tinued to maintain that the working class had a “potentially revolutionary
significance,” he conceded that “‘phenomenally” it may well have a
counterrevolutionaty significance®’—another position that Marcuge was
later to defend. This state of affairs forced Korsch to put the Marxist
theory of revolution in fadical question and produced the Ppositions he
would later formulate in *“Ten Theses on Marxism Today.”

Korsch and Marxism

Korsch deeply pondered the tragic experiences of the working class move-
ment in Europe, and continuously intended to write 2 study of social
movements and social forces that would trace the itinerary of the revolu-
tionary and counterrevolutionary movements from the French tevolution
to th‘e preseat day. In a letter to Brecht, he wrote: “Tam planning to re-
specialize myself from ‘Marxism’ to sociology and to the ‘Logic of the
social sciences.” Two planned books: 1) Social Forces and Social Move-
ments should be divided into a very abstract first part, and an almost
1deogr.aphi'cal second part: dealing with revolution and counterrevolution.
Working time: around two years (at least!); 1) Social Theories should
be a textl')ook for academic use that will eventually land me a job."'s?
!(or.sch wished to appraise the various radical and bourgeois social theories
in light of the historical development of those movements which either
embodied them or repulsed them. He became increasingly intetested in
the process of history from the rise of capitalism to the present day and
wrote a series of historical monographs and reflections upon history itself

and those historians who interpreted it,s
But above all Korsch was obsessed with Marxism. What role had
Milpl_lsm .pl.ayed in. the defeat of the working-class movement? What
:r:v::intty. :u’i gﬁy have in the light of the triumph of fascism and the counter-
e th: é on‘. hy hac! the Marxxar.x socialist revolution failed to take place
hinde o mtman; Capitalist countries? What in the Marxian theory was a
Y wzst;)u tt.e further developn'ment of a revolutionary movement?
oot I\c,f ive role could Marxism still play in future revelutionary
SCi(‘nliﬁc-th;:ore;re(lwer’ Korsch befame increasingly concerned with the
the resan oo cal status.of Marxism, How could Marxism stand up to
P ecent empirical and methodological research in the sci-
? How could the Marxian methodology itself be strengthened and
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made more rigorous with the aid of recent developments in scientific
theory? Finally, what was the relation between the scientific and the revo-
lutionary-political aspects of the Marxian theory? Korsch was involved
with these questions from the 1930's up until his debilitating fatal illness
ended his theotetical labors in the 1950's.

In the 1930’s Korsch became increasingly interested in the theoretical
status of Marxism. In a series of essays and lectures, he tested the Marxian
theory against the results of the philosophy of science developed by the
Vienna Circle and Phillip Frank and Kurt Lewin, with whom he studied
and worked.® Korsch never adequately mediated his interest in the
political-revolutionary and theoretical-scientific components of the
Marxian theory. In the 1920's, he maintained a mostly pragmatic attitude
toward theory, and judged a theory solely by its ability to successfully
guide practice, judging, for example, a theory like Leninism on its ability
to carry through socialist revolution, But in the 1930’s Korsch became
more interested in the formal aspects of theoty, and spent much time
studying formal logic, the mathematical calculus, and the philosophy of
science. He never swallowed whole, however, the dogmas of positivism,
and maintained a critical attitude toward scientific empiricism, logical
formalism, and the other pet theories of the Vienna Circle.® It is, in fact,
my belief that Korsch studied philosophy of science and engaged in meta-
theoretical research primarily in the interest of strengthening the theoreti-
cal status of Marxism, which he felt had been neglected in the inept
hands of the leading Social Democratic and Communist theoreticians.

Korsch at different times held two quite contradictory interpretations
of the theoretical status of Marxism and points of view from which it
could be evaluated. Many times he argued that Marxism requires no
philosophical or scientific grounding because it is grounded in the
working-class forces and class struggles in historical reality.®® Moreover,
he often cited his friend Brecht's dictum that “truth is concrete,” that true
theory is judged and evaluated according to its results in practice. But-—
to apply this criterion to testing Marxism—when the working class move-
ment is defeated and its forces are exhausted or coopted, what foundation
does Marxism then have and how can it be tested in practice? A possible
solution, which Korsch seemed to consider but never committed himself
to, would be to ground Marxism in the scientificity of its theory and
evaluate it according to its truth as a description of social-economic-
historical reality, Korsch in fact seemed to believe that Marxism was the
true theory (in this sense) of history, society, and political economy, and
that its truth did not solely rest in its embodiment in working-class forces
and practice, but also in the scientific strength and cogency of the theory
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itself &7 Although there is an unresolved tension in the later Korsch be-
tween the insufficiently mediated political-revolutionary and theoretical-
scientific components of the Marxian theory, it would be a mistake to
believe that Korsch fell into the snares of either a totally pragmatized
theo;y that solely judges theory on its political use (Korsch criticized
Lenin on these grounds),* or that he took 2 totally positivistic view of
theory, In fact, Korsch continued to defend a version of dialectical Marx-
ism and never fell into the dogmas of pragmatism or positivism,®
Indeed, a serious problem for Korsch, which he never adequately
resolved, was the relation between dialectics and science. Korsch con-
tinuously reflected on Hegel and dialectics and how they were appro-
pnated/tre}nsformed by Marx. Korsch tended to play down the conflicts
%)etween dialectics and science, finding much materialism and empiricism
in Hegel, dialectics in science, and 2 successful synthesis in Marx.® In a
le.tter to Paul Mattick giving a critique of his concept of Marxism and
dlaleftxcs, KOI‘SCh atgued that dialectics for Marx is not a magic wand,
but “served him as a hand tool for seeking and finding his scientific
reful‘ts; he once learned this method and had no other (in a lesser degree
this is still so for us today).”st Korsch opposed assigning too grand a
role to the concept of synthesis in Marx’s dialectic (as if, as Mattick wrote,
the communist society was the grand synthesis of Marx’s production),
and concluded that he is “an opponent of philosophical-absolnte” inter-
pretations of dialectics because “thereby the strict empirical scientific
klrllowledge of tl}e current factual situation that lies before us, and above
zamf”rta)a::.{"as human  sensuous activity' is underplayed (2w hwrz
OfKorsch was equal?y critical, however, of making a fetish of science,
o contemporary science, he wrate, “after the abolition of fetishism
which adheres to science in the epoch of commodity production . . . science
will truly bs equivalent to accumulated human labor-growing forces of
production.” Korsch suggested that science had fallen prey to fetishism,
which could only be eliminated through “eliminating classes and class
contradncuons“—:a “practical-historical task”—and then “science can be
f:c‘onsu:ugted with material production on a higher level, in so far as
. ;;;chidl; fa!:}?ils:'c‘i' (aufgeboben)."™ Korsch then indicated that he
<ciences to the o istinction between the natural sciences and the social
fons ot ).(tfnt that it elucidated the class character of the proposi-
mataral s CS;)scl; sciences, b'ut he also wished to stress that even the
chown i ave 2 c]ass-mt'erest: “the same class-character can be
Farther KoPP:}‘:pnate and fational way within the natural sciences.”*®
» ]NOISch argues against the Engels-Lenin emphasis on the pri-
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macy of the man-nature relation as fundamental-—which demotes the
relation between socialized human beings to a secondaty position, and
renders the social sciences secondary to the natural sciences. Korsch
counters—and I believe he is on the right track here—"To me it appears
that nothing is primary here; that man-nature and man-man are to be
coordinated, that both are equiprimordial and fundamental, historically,
logically, and practically. The ‘new element added on with the appear-
ance of the finished man—namely Society,” in Engels’ citation—is to me
clearly an expression of a bourgeois conception of history and theory of
revolution.”* Moreover, although Marxism *‘formally recognizes the
genetic priotity of nature,” its “primary interest” is in historical-social
development.®” Korsch then chides Mattick for wanting uncritically to
“allow the whole of science to stand as objective science (like the en-
chanted prince in the fairy tale!). This all hangs together with what I
characterize above as the ‘Engels-Lenin variant’ of a tendency toward
natural philosophy”’; i.e., he is criticizing the tendency—championed by
the positivists and positivistic Marxists—to take the natural sciences as
the mode] of truth.*

Moreover, in his discussions of the theoretical status of Marxism,
Korsch constantly emphasizes that the propositions of Marxism undercut
the rigid positivist distinctions between fact and value, quantitative and
qualitative propositions, description and critique, In a letter to Mattick,
he reiterates a position he often took: “'Marxism concerns itself with
society primarily in dissolution. Thus crisis is ‘normal’ for Marxism™—
which doesn’t exclude, he watns, careful, empirical, quantitative analysis
of the existing society.®® Above all, Korsch endlessly claims, Matxism is
2 theory of revolutionary practice. Hence all of its propositions are geared
toward critique and social change. Such 2 practically-oriented theory is
subject to continuous change and modification: “I wanted 1o say and
bave said that it is a fallacy when one thinks that the militant character
of revolutionary materialist theory (which is obviously to be preserved!)
can be protected by other means against a weakening of its fiber than
through the complete readiness to accept all theoretically justified modi-
fieation . . . the sole means toward preserving the militant character con-
sists in further developing science. . . . I do not believe that at any time
true revolutionary interest can come in conflict with real progress in
science, Thus, to the contrary, all true progress in science is welcome to
revolutionary theory and practice.”

These issues raise the thorny question of the relationship between
Marxian dialectics and science in Korsch's thought and the problem of
Korsch and positivism. It is sometimes alleged that Korsch championed



98  The Crisis of Marxism

a positivistic version of Marxism and in his later work fell prey to the
:i.ogmas of positivism. Herbert Marcuse, for example, has written:

Brecht was sfrong!y influenced by Korsch. Korsch's Manéism hada ver);
strong positivistic content. And my friends in the Frankfuct school were
against this positivistic content.”91 Ttalian critics have claimed that Korsch
collapsed the Marxian distinction between the empirical level and method
of rescarch (Marx's Forschungsweise) and the conceptual level and
n:ethod of presentation (Marx's Darstellungsweise) 1 1t is claimed that
Korsch collaplsed/identiﬁed theory with the historical-empirical level
and thus deprived theory of (1) its autonomy; (2) its reflective-critical
capacity; and (3) its anticipatory moment, Further, one could argue that
Korsch operated with an insteumental concept of science and is not critical
enough toward scientific methodology and practice.’s Hence the argu-
ment that in the last analysis Korsch fell prey to positivism, #

A.I.th‘m{gh thete is a case to be made for Korsch's kinship with some
positivistic dc?ctn'nes, one cannot simply label Korsch # positivist and end
the matter without further discussion, I have tried to show that Korsch
took a critical Marxist position on the sciences free from many of the
positivist dogmas, In.terestingly, in a [etter to Partos, Korsch comphained
that Marx was not critical enough of the social sciences:

iAs.you know, in my orthodox period I always claimed that the revo-
utionary kernel of Marx's economic theory was in its “critique,” i.e.
the essential critical dissolution of bourgeois *'political econom’y." .
In my last lessons of winter 32-33 I have changed my viewpoint a
llt.tl.e. Thave §hovlvn bow modest—if looked at very closely—is the
;nhca'l contribution as opposed to Capital's main economic content,
ow little developed were the critical points and how a real critique
éveq oll’ clafsxcal economy was traceable only in the first volume of
ag:lg‘, edited by Marx himself, while the manuscripts worked on
zr; 5 ;f?ibby E.ngels and Kautsky (second and third volume of
Ipz @, Lbeories of Surplus Valye) show Marx only as a critic of
vuigar economics and actually as a faithful disciple and follower
;l; classical economi'cs in the details of money, income, etc. . . .
l?tr_e Wasa connection between the bourgeois character of Marx's
g: ulthS and the would-be continuation of the critical dissolution of
> m%‘;:ljvecor;omlcs Into a science directly social and therefore into
/;i}:/ i trectly revolutionary, | , , Marx certainly developed the
e hcrmque of the economic categories well (and Sorel went
at when he challenged this) but he proclaimed the “over-

3
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coming” of economics into a directly social science only in the ab-
stract instead of actually bringing it about. 04

This passage indicates that Korsch is criticizing Marx for being “‘too
positivistic” and uncritical toward bourgeois science, and for not going
far enough in the direction of creating a new revolutionary social science
that breaks completely with previous bouigeois science. Korsch continu-
ally questioned the dogmas of orthodox Marxism and scientific positivism,
and described his own theory as *'a non-dogmatic approach to Marxism."”
Crucially, Korsch never surrendered the Marxian dialectic of theory and
practice. It made no sense for him to discuss theory at all separated from
social practice, In A Non-Dogmatic Approach to Marxism,” he wrote,
“There is no use in discussing controversial points in any social theory
{not even in that social theory which is commonly described as religion)
unless such discussion is part of an existing social struggle . . . the result
of any such materialist discussion must in all cases ‘make a difference’ in
respect to the actual behavior not of an individual nor of a small group of
people, but of a veritable collectivity, a social mass,”’2% Against sterile,
abstract discussions of Marxist dogmas, Korsch wrote, “it is here pro-
posed to revindicate the critical, pragmatic, and activistic element which
for all this has never been entirely eliminated from the social theory of
Marx and which during the few short phases of its predominance has
made that theory a most efficient weapon of the proletarian class
struggle.”"1% Korsch interestingly noted in a letter to Partos that he had
eatlier made “the theoretical and practical position of Marx toward
"politics’ the demarcation point of my division between what is living and
dead in Marxism.""2%" The crux of the matter is that Korsch is above all
revolutionaty theotist and is primarily interested in theory, science, and
philosophy to the extent that they can serve an emancipatory role in the
process of social change.

Hence, although Korsch is in the last analysis often ambiguous as to
where he stands vis-3-vis Marxism and positivism, dialectics and empiri-
cal science, one cannot simply label him a “positivist Marxist” (2 Ia
Marcuse or Adorno) without serious qualifications. Thus I reject those
interpretations of Kotsch which either dismiss him as a “'positivist Marx-
ist” ot praise him for his purely “scientific Marxism.”** On the other
hand, I do not accept the interpretations of Korsch as a *“Hegelian Marx-
ist,” for from the beginning, his appropriation of Hegel was highly
critical and selective.®® In some of his works, (for example, “Hegel and
Revolution™) and in some letters, there are sharp, often violent, attacks
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on Hegel " The fact of the matter is that Korsch was neither a positivist
Marxist or a Hegelian Marxist. Rather he had 2 dialectical version of
M‘fmsrfl that was at once critical of orthodox Marxism, Hegel, and posi-
tivist science, while appropriating aspects of these theories in his own
project,

Korsch's maj.or work of the 1930's, Karl Marx, is an attempt to medi-
ate the contradictions between Marx and Hegel, dialectics and science,
and the scientific and political-revolutionaty components of the Marxiar:
theory.. However, I believe it is a mistake to take Karl Marx as Korsch’s
de'ﬁmh've work, or as his “masterpiece.""‘ Moreover, I believe that Buck-
miller s wrong in claiming, “Korsch's struggle with Marxism expresses
itself especially in this book,"* Rather, Korsch’s critique of Marxism
is better expressed in the series of essays collected in this anthology,*s
Kar{ Marx, in this sense, is non-representative of Korsch’s later work
for 1€ suppresses Korsch's radical critique of Marxism. Kar! Marx is, and
was intended to be, 2 popularization of Marxism that would exposit and
defend the Marxist teaching for a wide audience.’* As such, it is emi-
nently successful and provides an excellent summary and over»:iew of the
Man.m}n‘teachmg on “Society,” “Political Economy,” and “History,"1:#
But it s 1n no way as critical of Marxism as many of Korsch’s essays from
the period. The truth of the Marxian theory is assumed and defended
throughout, as is its superiority to all bourgeois theories. Throughout
Karl Marx there are laudatory passages like the following: “Marx’s new
socialist and proletarian science, which, in a changed historical situation.
further d.evel()p6d the revolutionary theory of the classical founders of
the d?Ctere of society, is the genuine social science of our time, "0 Or,
b"{amfm was far and away in advance of the other contemporary schools
of social tl}ought. It remains superior to all other social theories even
g:‘»;, il: jpxte of the compaatively negligible progtess which Marxists
Toein sebmeﬁlttme made in the formal development of the methods
et achievedya g:et:t :;ljn E:rgc‘e)lfs.‘ln a partly Phi{osophical form, it has
2004 to ths dago important scientific results which hold
linge:fc?( :rllﬂil\zugh. 'the Kor’sch expert can sometimes read between the
s n sy athtgt{‘ Korsch's struggle with Marxism,” on the whole one
o YinPKa ‘ ;4‘:4 and systematic defense of the Marxian theory. For
rovol lﬁ o whiz ) hﬂ”% Korsch does not question the Marxian theory of
ok, b ;h ¢ 80 penetratingly challenges in many of his other
o avone o e critiques that I discuss in the introductory material

eveloped in Kar) Marx, and Korsch generally cites the major Marx-
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ist texts as gospel. Even Lenin's essay, Left-wing Communism—~dAn In-
faniile Disease,” whose positions Korsch usually attacked, is favorably
cited in Karl Marx (its non-critical insertion here drove Paul Mattick to
a sharp critique) .*® It is true that Korsch generally develops a critical,
dialectical version of Marxism in Karl Marx that is certainly superior to
the Social Democratic and Communist orthodoxies, but there is no cri-
tique of Marxism of the sort that distinguishes the most challenging and
stimulating work of the later Korsch.

On the other hand, not only Karl Marx but the overwhelming bulk
of Korsch’s later work refutes the judgment that Korsch abandoned
Marxism.* Although Korsch radically questioned aspects of the Marx-
ian political theory and theory of revolution, he never abandoned his
commitment to the liberation of the working class and to the Marxian
belief that the working class and its struggles are the motor and telos of
our history and the vehicle of social change. Hence, Korsch never sur-
rendered the Marxian position that the overthrow of capitalism and con-
struction of socialism is the main task on the historical agenda. Korsch's
friend and student, Heinz Langerhans, is on the right track when he
claims that “the proletariat is the empirical foundation of Korsch’s
theory,” and that “Korsch never discussed ‘Marxism’ through the omis-
sion of the authentic point-of-reference “proletariat,’ and to be sure pro-
letariat as an active power.”*® For Korsch, in Langerhans’ words, “'the
activity of the revolutionary proletariat as the empirical foundation of
Marxism” remained the crucial pivot around which his own theory re-
volved. Korsch never abandoned a practical concern with the liberation
of the working class, and continuously stressed the role of revolutionary
practice in social change. As Langerhans notes, “this activistic component
is the decisive characteristic of Korsch's theoretical efforts and his posi-
tion within the communist movement right up until his death.

To the end of his life, Korsch championed a *“non-dogmatic Marx-
ism,” and the main source of his later despair was the belief that a de-
feated and enslaved working class could not realize the Marxian theory
in a non-revolutionary era dominated by the countertevolution, A new
period of revolutionary struggles, however, would awaken interest in
the Marxian theory and enable Marxism to arise again as a politically
relevant historical force, This began happening in the so-called Third
World with the national liberation movements, and Korsch welcomed
these movements as providing a possible rebirth of revolutionary theory
and new possibilities for revolutionary practice.’* Indeed, Korsch had
been keenly aware of this phenomenon since the 1920’s and his group
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Kommunistische Politik and later Mattick’§ group and jourr}al published
many asticles on China and other revolutionary struggles in the Third
World.}# .

In posing the question of whether Korsch a:bandoqed Man‘usm it is
significant to note that the project he was working on in the'mxd-195o’s
when he contracted sclerosis was a manuscript called “The Time of Abo-
litions,” which attempted to take up a problematic that was central to
the Marxist theory, but which had never been adequately developed.
His wife Hedda writes: ““He thought that as capitalist society had devel-
oped since Marx's time, Marxism too should have developed to under-
stand it. His uncompleted text, the ‘Manuscript of Abolitions,’ is an at-
tempt to develop a Marxist theory of historical development in terms of
the future abolition of the divisions that constitute our society—such as
the divisions between different classes, between town and country, be-
tween mental and physical labor."***

Korsch thought Marxism through to the end and lived through a
period of history that put Marxism in radical question. Korsch himself
never reached a final verdict on the present status and future fate of
Marxism, and the movement of history has not yet put us in a position
to write the final obituary or elegy to Marxism. It is our lot, as it was
Kortsch's, to live through a period of revolution and counterrevolution
whete the outcome is uncertain and the role of Marxism in this scenario
is vital but problematical, Bertolt Brecht, who studied with Korsch, well
understood the predicament of his former teacher. Walter Benjamin re-
posts: “Yesterday after playing chess Brecht said: ‘You know, when
Korsch comes, we really ought to work out a new game with him. A
game in which the moves do not always stay the same; where the func-
tion of each piece changes after it has stood in the same square for a
while." "1 Korsch helps us to understand the changing moves of the
game of revolution and countertevolution in our time, but does not—no
one does!—pgive us the rules, the strategy for winning, or the probable
outcome,

KorschinExile

Korsch's years of exile in Bngland, Denmark, and the United States are
ge'nerally tragic and depressing, Forced to emigrate from Germany at
Hitler's rise to power, Korsch went to England where he began work on
Karl Marx. He found a generally cold reception there and was involved
in the inevitable emigré politics and one sordid scandal.*® He found
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moments of refuge and stimulating conditions for work in his visits with
Brecht, who was living in Denmark. In travels throughout Burope be-
fore the outbreak of the second World War he attempted to maintain
contact with leading left-oppositionalist figures and groups. But for the
most part Korsch was cut off from contact with the revolutionary move-
ment with which he had been so deeply involved.

In 1936 Korsch emigrated to America, where he was to remain for
the rest of his life, outside of brief trips to Europe and Mexico. In Amer-
ica he was almost totally isolated from the revolutionary politics to which
he had dedicated his life. He was never able to find satisfactory employ-
ment in America and was never able to carry through any of several
major works which he outlined, He traveled widely, had contacts with
many American intellectuals, European emigrés, and small working class
groups, but was never able to find any adequate institutional arrange-
ments or political involvement. He applied repeatedly for university ap-
pointments or financial suppott from American foundations, but was
only able to receive infrequent visiting appointments, on the assistant
professor level, at American universities (although he had been 2 full
professor in Germany in the early 1920’s). We have noted his general
evaluation of America and the lack of a revolutionaty movement with
which he could get involved.

The main source of information on Korsch's exile period is his letters,
which disclose his continuing interest in Marxist theoty and practice. A
letter to Paul Mattick, translated in this anthology, sheds light on the
complex relation between Korsch and the Institute for Social Research.2#
Korsch, we recall, was the teacher and friend of Felix Weil who financed
the Institute, and who purportedly wanted Korsch to head the Insti-
tute.®® Korsch’s students were active in the Institute while it was cen-
tered in Frankfurt, and Korsch frequently published in the Institute’s
journal. A growing strain evolved between Korsch and the Institute dut-
ing the exile period, probably on account of Korsch's more orthodox—
and political—version of Marxism. This tension is expressed in Korsch's
pejorative evaluation of the Institute and its leading personalities in the
letter to Mattick,1® This tension explains why collaboration between
Korsch and the Institute was unlikely to produce any positive results, and
in fact Korsch seemed to have very little productive contact with the In-
stitute thereafter.

Korsch did, however, remain in contact with Brecht, who provides an
interesting picture of Korsch in America in his Arbeitsjonrnal: *Caught
Korsch again who must leave the day after tomorrow, He has become
heavier and speaks somewhat more in footnotes. He has really changed
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in personality (#72) He was always strong, was, however, rather thin,
and had these deep blue eyes beneath the dark brown, He is now indus-
trious, robust, the eyes are smaller, almost cunning. He lives from the
$100 of the Institute and works on his essays. That is unchanged, he says
he poeticizes (dichtet) his science, while I make my poems like a shoe-
maker makes shoes. At the moment, he is interested in Geopolitics."1%

A remarkable letter from Korsch to Brecht fleshes out Korsch's 1940's
perspectives.'® Korsch's expulsion from‘the world revolutionary move-
ment seems to have elevated him to an increasingly Olympian perspec-
tive. This drive to grasp the dynamics of the totality of world history,
of the world-historical totality, is expressed in Korsch's report to Brecht
on “The Present Situation and Perspectives.” Korsch tells how he broke
off his studies of the Phillipines and the struggles between the new colo-
nialism and national liberation movements to grasp the dynamics of a
“new era of regression on a world-wide scale.” Korsch saw new tenden-
cies of intellectual retrogression and new forms of imperialist barbarism
that led him to a comparison with the decline of the Roman empie.
Striking is his desire to grasp the dynamics of the whole process of his-
tory from the “century of Marx” (1848-1948) to the present day. Indic-
ative of Korsch's historicism is his desire to grasp the interconnections
between the theoretical dimensions of Marxism and its historical context,
focusing on those “practical challenges” which led to a disintegration as
well as a development of the Marxian theory. Korsch indicates to Brecht
how the Cold War and the emerging spectre of “Yankee imperialism”
has forced him to re-evaluate his position on the Soviet Union. He con-
cludes with some cryptic temarks on the emerging “new world order.”

It appears from Korsch's letters that his moods changed from deeply
pessimistic and depressive to relatively cheerful.*** He traveled around
America a lot and continually sought contacts with political groups,
maintaining a sharp interest in the political events of the day. In a 1948
letter to an Australian leftist journal, included in this anthology, he in-
dicated his willingness to contribute articles and notes his plans to write
a book that will “trace both the final results of the ‘Marxist’ era of the
workers’ movement to the original theory and practice of Marx: (1) be-
fore, during, and after 1848; (2) during the period of the Working
Man'’s International Association in the 1860's.”"*% He also indicated an
interest in Bakunin and enclosed an atticle on the Paris commune which
he says, “might interest people who have not freed themselves from the
Marx-Lenin-Trotsky legend to the same extent as you ot I might claim
it for ourselves.”1

The last document in the anthology is a letter to Erich Gerlach, with
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an additional note to Ruth Fisher. It shows both Korsch's attempt to
make contact with the American working-class movement, and a desire
to restore the “ideas of Marx."**® Korsch, we see, never abandoned his
interest in Matxism and was vitally concerned with the theory and prac-
tice of revolution right up until an attack of sclerosis ended his theoretical
labors. Korsch spent his last years in McLean’s Psychiatric Hospital and
died in Belmont, Massachusetts, on October 21, 1961,

Korsch was in a sense ahead of his times, His version of critical Marx-
ism that challenged Social Democratic and Communist orthodoxies and
his search for new possibilities and forms of revolutionary change found
an eager audience in the New Left throughout the world in the 1960’s.2%
New Korsch translations and anthologies have recently appeared in every
major European language, and there is 2 proliferating amount of litera-
ture discussing and appraising Korsch's work. Korsch-discussions in
English-speaking countries have been hampered, however, by the inac-
cessibility of some of his most impottant texts which have not been trans-
fated, and/or lie buried in obscure, now defunct, journals, Moreover,
there has been a general unfamiliarity with the Korschian opus as a whole
and the historical circumstances within which his work was produced.
The present introduction and anthology attempts to alleviate this condi-
tion, and to provide the necessary prerequisites for a critical Korsch re-
ception in the English-speaking world, challenging us to discern “what
is living and dead” in both Marxism and Korsch. My introduction has
traced the complex development of Korsch's life and work, and has
shown the need for a historical-theoretical reconstruction of the Korsch-
ian work, as well as the need for a critical reception that applies the same
critical standards to Korsch that he applied to other thinkers, especially
the Marxists. Korsch in an especially interesting way was connected with
one of the most fateful political and intellectual dramas of our time, and
his odyssey as a critical Marxist through the forlorn terrain of the working-
class movement helps us to come to terms with a crucial segment of mod-
ern history, Korsch’s adventures with Marxism have produced a body of
work that continues to challenge and stimulate our own critical thinking
and to this end the anthology is dedicated.

Notes
1. A series of articles on trade unions and wage-price controls were collected

ina pamphlet, Um die Tariffibigkeit (Berlin: Prager, 1928).
2, Karl Korsch, Um die Tariffibigkeit, p. 5.
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book.

4. See above, "Korsch's Revolutionary Marxism,” and “Fundamentals of
Socialization.”

5. Karl Korsch, Die materilistische Geschichtsanffassung, *Bine Asseinay.
deysetznng mit Karl Kanisky.” A fine discussion of Korsch's critique of
Kautsky is found in Leonatdo Ceppa, “Korsch's Marxism,” Telos 26 (Winter
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28, See Karl Marx, T'he Civil War in France, in Robert Tucker, ed., The
Marx-Engels Reader (New York: Norton, 1972), discussed by Korsch in
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