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Ossip K. Flechtheim, 1909-1998: Editor of Rosa Luxemburg’s Works and Pioneer of Research on Communism in Germany

The political scientist Ossip Kurt Flechtheim (1909–1998) lived in different countries and specialized in many fields of research. His name is inseparably bound with the new discipline of Futurology (a term that he coined), now a recognized component of the social sciences. His written work, which includes nearly twenty books and a great number of edited books, is devoted to crucial problems of the twentieth and twenty-first century: to war and peace, democracy and dictatorship, Fascism and anti-Fascism, the north-south-conflict, and capitalism and communism.
 Besides that, he was the first West German editor of Rosa Luxemburg’s works in the early 1960s.
Here I want to give an overview of Flechtheim’s life and work and then discuss his role as a scholar of international communism in general and of Rosa Luxemburg in particular.

Flechtheim, son of a merchant, was born on March 5, 1909 in Nikolayev, in the Ukraine. In 1911, the family moved to Germany. Ossip grew up in Münster and then in Düsseldorf. As Jewish immigrants from Czarist Russia, the Flechtheims were not German nationalists during the First World War. The young Ossip welcomed the overthrow of the Czarist regime, mainly because of its anti-Semitism. At high school in Düsseldorf, Flechtheim became a close friend to Hans (later John H.) Herz. This friendship would last throughout their lives.

From 1927 to 1931 Flechtheim studied mainly law at the universities of Freiburg, Heidelberg, Paris, Berlin, and Cologne. Among his teachers were Alfred Weber and Hans Kelsen. As a student, Flechtheim joined the German Communist Party (KPD) and in 1931 he traveled to Soviet Russia. Since he spoke Russian fluently, he was able to communicate with peoples. It seemed to Flechtheim that the Soviet Union was a country moving toward socialism, although Stalin’s negative impact on the politics of the KPD and the Communist International could hardly be neglected.

In 1932 Flechtheim, being still a KPD member, joined the German clandestine socialist group Neu Beginnen (New Beginning). The group sought to work inside the Communist and the Social Democratic Party in order to prevent an internecine warfare, which, as Neu Beginnen predicted correctly, would help the Nazi Party to come to power. In 1933, right after the beginning of the Nazi rule in Germany, Flechtheim left the KPD to invest all his political energy to Neu Beginnen’s underground work. Under difficult circumstances because of his political work he managed to submit his dissertation in 1934 on Hegels Strafrechtstheorie (Hegel’s Theory of Criminal Law) at the University of Cologne. Due to the restrictions imposed by the Nazi regime he had no chance to get positions in public service or as a registered lawyer. He made a very modest living from part-time work in legal profession. In 1935 Flechtheim was briefly arrested. When interrogated he was able to play down his clandestine underground activities. After his release he had to emigrate from Germany.

Through Hans Kelsen’s mediation Flechtheim won a fellowship at the University Institute of Advanced International Studies that was founded by the League of Nations in Geneva, Switzerland. In February 1939 he left Geneva for New York. There he worked briefly at Max Horkheimer’s Institute of Social Research, mainly assisting Franz Neumann in publishing his book Behemoth: The Structure and Practice of National Socialism.

From 1940 to 1943 Flechtheim taught at Atlanta University, a historically black college, where he established a good relationship with W. E. B. Du Bois. From 1943 to 1946 he had part-time and temporary teaching positions at various colleges in the state of Maine. In 1942 he married Lili Faktor, who had escaped from Berlin, and three years later their daughter Marion was born. From 1946 to 1947 he worked for the U. S. government in Germany, mostly as senior legal adviser in Robert M. W. Kempner’s office during the Nuremberg Trials. At this time he submitted his book Die KPD in der Weimarer Republik (The Communist Party of Germany during the Weimar Republic) as a second doctoral thesis at Heidelberg University. He then returned to the United States and from 1947 to 1951 served as Assistant Professor of Political Science at Colby College in Maine. During the academic year 1951–1952 he was Visiting Professor at the Free University of Berlin.

In 1952, Flechtheim was denied tenure at Colby College. His communist past was no recommendation for an academic position in the era of McCarthyism in America. Flechtheim had no other choice but to return to Germany.

Franz Neumann, who had managed to establish political science as an academic discipline in West Berlin, helped Flechtheim to get a professorship at Deutsche Hochschule für Politik (German College of Political Education). Flechtheim taught at this school from 1952 to 1959 when he was appointed professor at Otto Suhr Institute of Political Science at Free University of Berlin. In 1952 he became a member of the German Social Democratic Party, the SPD, but left it ten years later, when the party expelled its Marxist-oriented students. In 1968 Flechtheim supported the student protests against the authoritarian university system, but rejected firmly any of the physical or verbally violent tactics of misguided ultra-leftists in West Germany and West Berlin.

During the 1950s and 1960s Flechtheim continued to write on the history and politics of international, mainly Soviet and German, communism. He was one of the first political scientists who insisted that the divergences within the communist world could lead to more pluralistic forms of rule. After 1956, he insisted that post-Stalinist communist parties could not simply be classified as totalitarian. His books about international communism, Weltkommunismus im Wandel (World Communism in Transformation) and Bolschewismus 1917–1967 became widely read standard works. Flechtheim also published a great number of edited books and essays on the social structure and political practice of West German parties.
Flechtheim’s book Futurologie: Der Kampf um die Zukunft (Futurology: The Struggle for the Future) that was published in 1970 became especially popular in Germany. His concept of futurology was based on the process of social evolution that was emerging in Eastern and Western European social thought. Flechtheim emphasized the importance of exploring more fully the limits and potentialities of non-violent means of reform and revolution. As the arms race, the ecological crisis, hunger and starvation, mass manipulation and cultural crisis were bound to increase; the future of civilization could depend upon the rapid replacement of traditional means of coercion and deceit by more rational and humane procedures. Since 1974, after his retirement from university teaching, Flechtheim continued to publish books and essays on the prospects of socialism even in a time period when Marxist ideology had lost much of its former attraction in East and West. 
In the second half of the 1980s, when a fundamental reform process in the Soviet Union had started, Flechtheim was slightly more optimistic than in the preceding years about the chances for a development towards a democratic socialism. Would the Soviet Union and its allies to be able to achieve a more democratic society? Socialist forces in the West could benefit much from that process, he believed. It would help them to resist the growing power of big multinational enterprises, and particularly powerful media conglomerates. To preserve democracy and its political culture, nationalization of press syndicates as well as of the arms industries would be a viable and beneficial alternative to the excesses of private capitalism. Classes struggles have not vanished, Flechtheim observed in 1987 in his last book Ist die Zukunft noch zu retten? (Can Future Still be Preserved?).

Flechtheim felt no satisfaction when East European communism imploded. He quickly sought contact with a renewed East German left, and reminded the East Germans that it was exactly the suppression of the 1968 reform movement in Prague that had blocked the road to a renewal of socialism. But to him the ideals of humanist socialism cannot vanish, not even in a time of triumph of capitalist restoration. Flechtheim was shocked to witness how these ideals were violated in the unification of the two German states when almost all East German social scientists, despite their political past and scholarly qualifications, were dismissed from academia in the post-unification ‚purge’ of the early 1990s.

At this time Flechtheim’s health deteriorated rapidly. He withdrew from any public activity. Together with his wife Lili, who survived him by six years, he went to an old people’s home near Berlin where he died on March 4, 1998, one day before his 89th birthday.
Let me deal with my second point: Ossip Flechtheim as a scholar of international communism and of Rosa Luxemburg. Flechtheim emphasized much earlier than most of his colleagues that Rosa Luxemburg’s conception of socialism and democracy was a viable alternative to Leninism and Stalinism, but also to the political practice of Social Democracy. In Geneva his teacher Hans Kelsen advised him to investigate the ideological origins of contemporary Soviet ideology in connection to international communist politics. Thus Flechtheim submitted, in 1937/38, a thesis on Bolshevism and its Revolutionary Ideological Origins that was followed by a number of essays on the subject.
Already in these early writings Flechtheim refuted the traditional approach that depicted Soviet and international Communism as a theory of conspiracy. He saw the reasons for the seductiveness of communist ideology in the fact that it combined characteristics of a powerful mass movement with that of a centralized ’World Party’ and with that of an illegally and effectively operating organization. Flechtheim emphasized that the problem of social nature of Soviet society should be placed in the center of the analysis. He saw Stalinist bureaucracy, the winner of the social upheavals of the 1930s, not as a new capitalist class in Marxist disguise, as many observers did at this time. The new bureaucratic elites “do not acquire the produced surplus value. It rather burdens future development [through its existence].”

The Communist International, once founded to inspire communist revolutions outside the Soviet Union, had changed its function: The Comintern’s current main objective was, as Flechtheim stated, to support Soviet politics.

Flechtheim made clear that the political aims and ethical principles of Communism were incompatible with those of Fascism, but he did not exclude political cooperation between the two movements once and for all. If the Soviet Union would find a political agreement with Fascist powers, “the Communist International would be directed to support this line, even if such a situation seems to be unlikely at the moment or in the near future.”
 Only a few months after these lines were written, Germany and Soviet Russia concluded their treaty of August 23, 1939. At that time, Flechtheim had already left Europe for the United States.
There Flechtheim found opportunity to collect material for a book on the German Communist Party which he submitted as a second doctoral dissertation at the University of Heidelberg. In 1948, the book was published in Germany. Die KPD in der Weimarer Republik (The Communist Party of Germany in the Weimar Republic) set a high scholarly standard. It was also to become a popular work on its subject. The book paid much tribute to the legacy of Luxemburg and set a new approach on the interpretation of German communism.
 It became a standard work that was translated into several foreign languages, but not into English.
In this book Flechtheim analyzed the growth and destruction of Germany’s third largest political force during the years between 1918 and 1933. Before the Nazis destroyed it, the KPD was comprised of hundreds of thousands of members and millions of voters all over Germany and constituted the largest section of the Communist International outside the Soviet Union. The party was not powerful enough to realize its self-proclaimed aim to establish a ‘Soviet Germany,’ but obviously, as Flechtheim wrote, strong enough “to shake the newly established bourgeois republic to its foundations.”
 

Unlike the fashionable Cold War literature of that time, such as Franz Borkenau’s European Communism or Ruth Fischer’s Stalin and German Communism, Flechtheim did not tell a conspiracy story. Instead, he saw the KPD as “the party of strategy turns and changes par excellence. Its course was everything but straight and its leadership was replaced time and again because of real or pretended failure. While the party moved from defeat to defeat, segments of its ideology were opportunistically adjusted to the demands of the day, thus clashing with other ideological elements.”

Most of Flechtheim’s central statements, being far from hysterical anti-Communism, have stood the test of time and are acknowledged facts in current serious historiography. He strictly distinguished between Karl Liebknecht’s and particularly Rosa Luxemburg’s ideas of council democracy and the authoritarian dictatorship that was established in Soviet Russia and in the Soviet Zone of Germany after 1945. Even if this dictatorship had succeeded in establishing a planned economy that had been envisaged by the communist movement as one of its goals, such a system, nevertheless, would flout all “rational, libertarian and humanistic ideas of the communist tradition.”

Flechtheim analyzed the twisted road of the early KPD between syndicalism and Social Democratic reform policy. Criticizing the KPD, he did not ignore the political failures of the German Social Democratic Party, the SPD. Flechtheim was among the first non-Communist writers to challenge the conventional wisdom that there was no alternative to the cooperation between the SPD leaders and the military leadership except an alleged Bolshevik dictatorship. He saw the murder of Liebknecht and Luxemburg as the fundamental failure of the radical-socialist left in Germany. His book inspired international research on the democratic potential of workers’ and soldiers’ councils during the time of the German Revolution of 1918-1919.

The book shows in detail how Stalin in power was able to suborn the leadership of the Communist International and of the KPD after 1923. At a time when all strength was needed to counter the offensive of the reactionary forces, the KPD attacked the Weimar Republic and, most harshly, the Social Democrats and the ‘rightists’ and ‘conciliators’ in its own ranks. The result was a series of ultra-radical campaigns that isolated the KPD from all possible allies. Flechtheim also strongly criticized the campaign against the political legacy of Rosa Luxemburg that was mainly instigated by Ruth Fischer.
In the early 1930s, during the Great Depression, the KPD seemed to strengthen. However, the Nazi movement grew much more quickly, enjoying support from people who had previously voted for the bourgeois parties. The Nazi’s combination of pseudo-socialist and anti-Semitic propaganda had an inherent logic, while the worker’s parties’ internecine warfare with its ideological confusion disoriented and alienated people. Thus, and this was Flechtheim’s final point of the book, Nazism gloried in the mobilization of masses.

During his first years as a professor in Berlin, Flechtheim’s work focused mainly on the sociology of political parties and on what was to become the science of the future, the futurology, a term that he coined. However, he also continued to write on the history and politics of international, namely Soviet Communism. Two books from the 1960s on the subject were Weltkommunismus im Wandel (World Communism in Transition) and Bolschewismus 1917-1967.
 His editorial work included, in 1963, the reprint of Rosa Luxemburg’s posthumous essay on the Russian Revolution and, three to five years later, Rosa Luxemburg’s selected political writings in three volumes.
 Whilst the GDR struggled hard to come to terms with Luxemburg’s legacy, she was, at that time, almost forgotten in the Federal Republic of Germany. Flechtheim’s editions started a revival of scholarly interest in her that culminated in the German edition of Peter Nettl’s well-known biography. Up to this time only her Letters to Friends were available in the Federal Republic of Germany.
 Paul Frölich’s Luxemburg biography that he wrote during the 1930s in French exile was published in West Germany in 1949.

In the preface to both books – Weltkommunismus im Wandel and Bolschewismus 1917-1967 – Flechtheim tried to bring back Rosa Luxemburg’s legacy to the public. There, he adopted much from his earlier work The KPD in the Weimar Republic. Flechtheim characterized Rosa Luxemburg as the deepest-thought writer of the emerging communist movement who rooted in the great tradition of original Marxism and of the 19th-century revolutionary worker’s movement. Viewed in historical perspective, he emphasized, the figure of Rosa Luxemburg has become more and more appalling. The Polish-born Jewess became one of the few really original theoretical minds in German Marxism. A powerful orator, she was at the same time a writer of distinction. Her exceptionally versatile personality uniquely combined the aesthetic with the ethical, music and the interior life with the qualities of a political agitator. For Flechtheim, Luxemburg was one of the human beings who faced the world entirely without fear, either physical or spiritual. “Her premature death was an irreplaceable loss for the cause of humanity, but her ideas will live on in order to strengthen socialist humanists in all countries and different political camps.”

Flechtheim’s research on communism and on Luxemburg was inseparably bound with his concept of futurology. This concept would integrate the growing permissiveness, liberalism and individualism of Western societies with an enlightened interpretation of socialism. It would lead to a Third Road beyond capitalist and communist systems and would mean a new democratic alternative to existing societies. It would also transcend commonly received notions of democracy. Flechtheim insisted that this new type of democracy was born in Czechoslovakia in 1968 – in later years he would also refer to the democratic and socialist experiment in Chile under Allende. Given the Soviet invasion in Czechoslovakia and the American war in Vietnam, a negative kind of convergence could be the one that mankind would have to reckon with.
In 1978 he published Von Marx bis Kołakowski (From Marx to Kołakowski). There, he again dealt with Rosa Luxemburg’s personality that must not be confined to her political work alone. “The author of Letters from Prison and Letters to Friends appears as an exceptionally kind and gentle woman.”
 There is a genuine humanism that continually resounds in her contempt for cowards and her anger over opportunists. He repeated that Luxemburg would have kept German Communism separate from that of the Soviet Union.
 The chapters on Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg were subsequently published as separate pamphlets.

In his pamphlet on Luxemburg Flechtheim challenged more explicitly than before the conventional wisdom of social democratic historiography when he emphasized: “After the experiences of the last half century, it is now clear that the decision of the SPD of August 4, 1914 [the SPD’s approval to war credits] is one of the most disastrous turning points in modern world history.”
 The break with the reformist SPD and even the formation of a communist party were the logical consequence for Rosa Luxemburg, Flechtheim wrote. Luxembourg’s idea to transform the Spartacus League into the Communist Party was, according to Flechtheim, “intended to signal the break with the Social Democrats of the Second International and the renaissance of revolutionary Marxism of the 1940s in the naming.”

Flechtheim finally returned to Rosa Luxemburg in his preface to his former New Beginning colleague Evelyn Anderson’s book Hammer or Anvil that was published in 1945 and republished in 1981. Here Flechtheim identified Luxemburg’s alternative of “socialism or downfall into barbarism” as one of the guiding theoretical principles of the New Beginning group.
 More that this short survey can show, Flechtheim wrote with great sympathy about Rosa Luxemburg, although he saw her as a product of a contradictory time. “Her belief in the masses was unlimited, perhaps too mystical and dogmatic”, Flechtheim wrote.
 But no one was able to think so far ahead of her time, no one insisted on the “humanistic-democratic-libertarian moments in socialism as she did.”

On the occasion of Ossip Flechtheim’s 100th birthday, several conferences were held in Germany in 2009. A new collection of essays, mostly written by friends and former students, portrayed him as a researcher of communism and political scientist who transcended the narrow ideological barriers of the Cold War. Contributors discussed Flechtheim’s pioneering role in the research of the future that described the value of systematic future studies to society.
 In the English-speaking world, the political thinker Ossip Flechtheim was only recently recovered: in Lora Wildenthal’s book on the International League of Human Rights whose West German section Flechtheim once directed and in Terence Renaud’s doctoral thesis on the New Beginning Group that he defended successfully in Berkeley in 2015.
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