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 "Between Bockenheim, Hanau and Frankfurt: Rosa Luxemburg's Rhein-Main connections"

If Rosa Luxemburg's name and the city of Frankfurt are mentioned in the same breath, it is usually in relation to her trial there on 20 February 1914, with the ensuing conviction. This is well known and I don't need to retell this story here. But what exactly had brought her to Frankfurt? And did she deliver her speech not in Bockenheim? It is certain that this small industrial town north of the old Frankfurt, a center of metal working, engineering and the like, was incorporated in 1895. But Bockenheim still was not part of the electoral district of Frankfurt in 1913/14, and the SPD was based on party associations in the Reichstag constituencies (Wahlkreisvereine) which still clung to the old boundaries from the time when the constituencies were drawn with the proclamation of the "Reich" in 1871. So it was not the Frankfurt party association which had been involved in inviting her, a party association, by the way, which was not exactly dominated by radicals. The meeting with her had been organized by the party association which covered the electoral district of Bockenheim – Hanau – Gelnhausen, a radical stronghold with Hanau at its center, economically important for its gold processing. And, as always, questions which seem to be geographical, are, of course, grounded in politics.

In my paper I want to reconstruct the tricky relationship Rosa Luxemburg had with the SPD's left in this region of Germany, which today is usually called the Rhein-Main region or South Hesse and at that time was the party's "Agitationsbezirk Frankfurt" ("agitational district of Frankfurt"). While this is obviously not a wholly unknown story, the details of it have not been sufficiently researched, as it is shown by a series of lapses and research gaps in the existing biographical literature or in her edited letters. The main source for such a research among the contemporary publications is, of course, the daily paper of Frankfurt's SPD, the Volksstimme ("people's voice"), which unfortunately today only exists in incomplete collections for those years immediately prior to the outbreak of World War I. However, I have tapped an additional important source, which has hardly been used so far: The letters which Robert Dißmann sent to Wilhelm Dittmann during those years, which can be found in Moscow in the former Party Archives among the Dittmann papers acquired by the then Marx-Engels Institute in the 1930s. The SPD's Friedrich Ebert Foundation in Bonn made microfilms of this (and many other collections) which I consulted.
As Robert Dißmann is a key person for my paper, a few words about him. Born in 1878 and died in 1926, he was a German working class leader, a metal worker by profession, who joined his union and the SPD in 1897, soon beginning a career where he switched between positions in both organisations. After eight years as local secretary for the metal workers union, first in Barmen (now part of Wuppertal at the border of the Ruhr district) and from 1905 in Frankfurt, he became the secretary for Hanau's party association in 1908. Wilhelm Dittmann (1874 – 1954), a carpenter by profession had started a career as a party journalist by 1899. He had edited the party paper in Solingen (not far away from Barmen), before he come to Frankfurt in 1904 as secretary of the local party association. When Dißmann came to Frankfurt one year later, they forged a close alliance against the right wing and when Dißmann moved to Hanau, thus unable to continue seeing him on a daily basis, they began an extensive correspondence of which only the letters from Dißmann to Dittmann have survived in Dittmann's archive. (Both were later in the USPD when it was formed in 1917, but five years later reunited with the SPD in 1922, where Dißmann became active on its left wing, whereas Dittmann moved to the party's "mainstream".)
Dißmann made the Hanau affiliate into a strong organization, which soon caught up to the strong party association in Frankfurt. Frankfurt, properly speaking, was, and is, dominated by commerce and finance, whereas Hanau as well as Bockenheim were industrial municipalities. This different social background partly explains the differences in the political orientation of both party associations before WWI. Especially after the spectacular growth of the party in Frankfurt in the years after the turn of the century, when it acquired a strong representation in the city council and began to seek an accommodation with the dominant forces in this stronghold of German liberalism.
In spring 1910 a first encounter of Rosa Luxemburg with Frankfurt had taken place during the famous Prussian suffrage campaign. As part of a speaking circuit on invitation by the local party associations, she spoke in Frankfurt, on 17 April, and on the following day in Hanau. The speech she gave left a remarkable impression. The Frankfurt version was printed as a widely distributed pamphlet and is republished in her works. It seems, however, that it was very similar to the speech at the other rallies. In all likelihood, she then established close contacts especially with the Hanau party branch, even though we have no trace of it in her letters.
But obviously she made a lasting impression as on January 1912, during the campaign for the national elections ("Reichstagswahlen"), she spoke again, but this time in Bockenheim which, as has been explained above, formed part of the Hanau electoral district with the consequence of the Bockenheim SPD branch forming part of the Hanau party association. Even though the available sources do not explain the background to her invitation, it is more than likely, that the secretary of this party association, Robert Dißmann, was the person behind the invitation. As she explains in one of her letters, only after coming to Bockenheim she realized that speaking in this borough did not mean speaking for and to the Frankfurt party association.
But, of course, the most famous address she gave was the one in the same borough of Bockenheim one and a half year later, in September 1913, as this led to her persecution by the Prussian state. And the background to this speech can now easily be reconstructed: Thanks to her speeches in the electoral district in the years before a contact had been forged. And as she was always in search of a party association from which to receive a delegate's mandate for the annual party congress she now could take advantage of this contact for the congress which was to take place in September 1913 in Jena. In a similar way in the year before, in 1912, she had got the mandate from Mönchengladbach, a town near Düsseldorf, but to the left of the river Rhein. At that time, however, she had been unable to attend the party congress which took place in Chemnitz because of illness according to a letter from Dißmann, who had received this information evidently from her, to Dittmann. However, the existing literature says otherwise. Giving as source her non-appearance in the records of the 1912 party congress (at Chemnitz), it was assumed that she had received no delegate's mandate. However, the reason was, it seems, more trivial, so to speak.

Actually, in order to achieve a mandate from the Hanau party association in 1913, it was only a formal obstacle that Dißmann was no longer party secretary there. In fact, he had climbed the "career ladder" and had moved back to Frankfurt at the end of 1912, but this time as the secretary for the whole party district in this German region, the "Agitationsbezirk Frankfurt". The districts constituted a mid-level between the national leadership and the associations in the electoral districts. Nevertheless, he had maintained influence in Hanau, especially as he was in accordance with the radical line, which dominated this party association. Therefore, he was instrumental in obtaining for her the mandate for the 1913 party congress from Hanau. This obliged her to visit the different branches of this party association after the congress and to report about it. Thus, she spoke in Hanau, Bockenheim and Fechenheim (today also incorporated into Frankfurt) between 25 and 27 September. Especially the two latter speeches caused her famous prosecution. An ill-famous anti-Semitic agitator named Henrici, who had attended the meetings to see if there was anything she could be incriminated for, brought her speech to the knowledge of the public prosecutor because she had finished it with an appeal to soldiers, in case of the outbreak of a war between France and Germany to boycott it. Now, the trial resulting from this, which took place on 20 February 1914, is well known, at least in the broad outline, so I do not go into all the details of this trial.
However, one detail seems interesting which, as far as I can see, has not been mentioned so far. As you may be aware, two lawyers defended her: Kurt Rosenfeld from Berlin, the specialist for cases like this when important party spokespersons were involved. And Paul Levi from Frankfurt, for whom his defense activities in this trial became the starting point for a "political career" on a national level after only three or four years in local party activities where he nevertheless had begun a "meteoric career", sitting already on the local leadership committee. In this party association with a strong right wing dominant group, he had soon aligned himself with the left wing. (And, of course well known since a few years, this encounter led to an intense, but brief romantic relationship between both.)
Now, it seems from the Dißmann letters, that the exact appointment of her defense had been a conflicting issue between the party leadership and the local party association during the preparation for the trial in the winter of 1913/14. The members in that region wanted a local lawyer, at least as a partner in the defense team. The exact reasons are not explained by him, but probably in order to give local support and, just in case, to have a say in the defense strategy. Dißmann intervened on several occasions in Berlin and directly approached the party chairman Haase, explaining to him that if it was a question of costs, the Hanau party association would compromise itself to bear them. We do not know the details of the negotiations, but at least the result: Both were appointed.
Despite these efforts, her conviction could not be prevented. Moreover, it opened the way for a broad political campaign not only in defense of her free speech rights. The sentence was immediately turned into a broad movement against Prussian-German militarism. It is not necessary to go into the details, as this story is well documented and narrated. But for Rosa Luxemburg this contact with the leftist leaders within the Rhein-Main party, once established, seemed a good starting point to bring her viewpoint and that of the current around her, which had begun to publish the Socialdemocratic Correspondance, to this region of the party. In addition, it helped very much, that by now Dißmann was a member of the newly created enlarged advisory body, the "Parteiausschuss" which was to assist the "Parteivorstand". To attend its meetings in Berlin, he frequently travelled there and used these opportunities to meet Rosa Luxemburg beginning with the arrangement of all the defense work for the trial. This went over into a general exchange of viewpoints about the general course of the party. Partially this is already known from the letters by her to Paul Levi, where she describes their meetings, accompanying this with warnings to Levi not to disclose too much to Dißmann about their relationship. But much more can be added to this from Dißmann's letters to Dittmann. In general, he underlined to Dittmann an agreement with her general viewpoint. It would be similar to that of that of their own current of opinion which nowadays historians have called the "left center" and whose maximum representative and organizer was Dittmann. There was only one exception where Dißmann expressed his disagreement from her, both in his letters to Dittmann as well as in his contributions at the Parteiausschuss, even though we do not know if he discussed this directly with her. This was the ill-famous Radek affair, with which she certainly disturbed some of her associates on the left and made false friends with the party's right. However, that is a question too complex to be discussed here.
Another important outcome of their encounters was that he helped to bring articles by her and the others from the Socialdemocratic Correspondence into Frankfurt's party paper, the "Volksstimme". Its line was hotly contested between the left and the right wing of the party in that district. But the "press commission" which oversaw the paper's politics was strongly influenced by the left wing which dominated several of the party associations outside the city of Frankfurt in industrial districts with high membership figures. And so, after Rosa Luxemburg and others from the radical wing had lost publication opportunities in quite a series of the party's daily papers, such an opportunity suddenly opened up in Frankfurt's Volksstimme. It had not exactly been known as a radical paper, but at least as one of intellectually and politically high standards.

In addition, Dißmann tried to use his contacts to get articles from the correspondence published in other dailies. Therefore, he insisted in letters to Dittmann who, as we remember, was an editor of a party paper, that he should take articles from the correspondence. But perhaps even more important were his efforts to help her with getting a mandate for the forthcoming party congress, scheduled for September 1914 in Würzburg. It was impossible, to get a new mandate from Hanau, immediately after the one she had had in 1913. After several discussions with Dittmann to check out whether such a mandate would be possible from one of the party associations in the Rhineland he suddenly could report to Dittmann that she was already about to get one from Mönchengladbach as a sort of compensation for the one in 1912, "lost" due to her illness. All this shows that Rosa Luxemburg had found new support and allies in the time immediately before the outbreak of the war and that this contributed to replace losses in other regions or sections of the party.
All this happened during the first half of 1914, a time of growing tensions in the party, but also of mass campaigns which helped to bring the SPD's and especially Rosa Luxemburg's antimilitaristic and revolutionary message to an ever growing part of Germany's working class. Even though we know from hindsight what time this was and that there was certainly a perception of growing international conflicts among all the social democratic militants, from the different source materials and especially the correspondences I have checked we cannot get a real feeling that this was a pre-war time. Instead, the daily routine was dominant in the preoccupations, and the general feeling was that of growing confidence in one own's strength.
Then, as we know, the first of August "happened", the start of the World War. This dramatically changed all things and it constituted a gigantic litmus test for the whole left. Not being a member of the Reichstag and therefore not present in Berlin, Dißmann was not forced to confront the issue on 4 August to vote for or against the war credits. Nevertheless, from the very beginning Dißmann was closely involved in the first steps of the organization of the anti-war opposition. As Frankfurt was a traffic hub on the way from Berlin to Stuttgart, another important oppositional center around Clara Zetkin, during the fall of 1914 several meetings took place in the town. Another reason was the advantage that Paul Levi could offer his office there for the obviously confidential meetings. Out of this grew the nucleus, which published the journal "Die Internationale" in 1915 and thus laid the foundation of the group with the same name, but soon to be called Spartakusgruppe.
Dißmann, who also maintained close contact with the Stuttgart comrades and therefore with Clara Zetkin, was likewise instrumental in getting a young woman militant from the Frankfurt SPD, Toni Sender, to the socialist women's antiwar conference in Berne of March 1915, organized by Clara Zetkin in her capacity as the International Socialist Women's Secretary. However, ways soon parted politically. Dißmann and his supporters in Frankfurt, the anti-war minority of the local party association, soon moved over to the minority in the SPD's parliamentary group around Dittmann and Hugo Haase, which at that time still avoided an open confrontation with the party leadership, e.g. in the question of support for war credits in the Reichstag. This earned him very sharp comments by Rosa Luxemburg in her letters to other militants and stopped the political collaboration of the previous time. Dißmann also seems to have personally clashed with Paul Levi who, as we know, was a strong supporter of the "Gruppe Internationale", and it was reported that their friendship broke down. Dißmann became one of the co-founders of the USPD in 1917, but was obviously far off the Spartakusgruppe. (During the short period the Spartakusgruppe was part of the USPD, i.e. from the party's foundation in April 1917 to the end of 1918, Dißmann and Levi met again and even formed part of the same USPD group in Frankfurt's municipal parliament, but Levi was otherwise mostly out of town because of his military service.)

The supporters of Spartakus in Frankfurt, mainly young workers and many of them in Bockenheim, the radical stronghold in the town, organized themselves separately from the minority around Dißmann. They seem to have been strongly influenced by the Bremen radicals, the so-called "Linksradikale", and apparently remained independent from the USPD (then constituting themselves after the November revolution as a very tiny KPD group). However, the majority of the party in the town of Hanau were firm supporters of Spartakus from the very beginning. And it certainly helped that Paul Levi, if not on his frequent military service obligations, was nearby in Frankfurt. (Hanau's KPD was not by accident in 1921 a strong supporter of Levi after the so-called March action.)
In 1919 a discussion took place between the papers of the SPD, USPD and KPD in the Rhein-Main region about what stand the different social democratic protagonists in August 1914 had taken. Dißmann was accused of having vacillated in the first weeks. This does not seem true as his meetings with Rosa Luxemburg and others at that time, and explained above, showed, whatever tactical disagreements may have been put forward. In any case Dißmann, who in the early months of 1919 supported the leftward turn of the USPD after their fateful coalition experience with the SPD in the government after 9 November, mentioned during that discussion that a few days before the January uprising and her assassination he had met Rosa Luxemburg for a last time. However, we do not know anything about the outcome. It is unlikely that in the course of this discussion she renounced the political reproaches she had made in the years before.

Rosa Luxemburg's encounter with the party left in the Rhein-Main region during the two or three years before the outbreak of the war contributed positively to her efforts to garner a wider audience in the party when the radical left was otherwise losing organizational influence (most of all in several daily papers where they had been frequent contributors over the years), despite the mass appeal for their message. However, the hopes of forging new alliances were overcome by the outbreak of the war, which led to a test and a regrouping of the left forces. The outcome was, as it is always the case in such circumstances of drastic change, quite mixed.
� This paper uses material from my forthcoming biography of Robert Dißmann where all sources will be annotated. I am grateful to the Hans-Böckler-Stiftung for the generous financial support which made the research possible. This is a slightly revised version, but nevertheless is still provisional, especially what concerns the linguistic quality.





