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Introduction
Organizing Against Capitalism:
Remembering Rosa Luxemburg Today'

Ravi Kumar

In popular revolutions it is not the party committee under the
all powerful and brilliant leader or the little circle calling itself
a fighting organization which counts, but only the broad masses
shedding their blood. The “socialists” may imagine that the
masses of the working people must be trained under their orders
for the armed struggles, but, in reality, in every revolution it is
the masses themselves who find the means of struggle best suited
to the given conditions. —Rosa Luxemburg

The working-class can always look truth in the face even when
this means bitterest self-accusation; for its weakness was but
an error and the inexorable laws of history give it strength and
assure its final victory. This unsparing self-criticism is not only a
fundamental necessity, but the highest duty of the working-class
as well. We have on board the highest treasure of humanity, and
the proletariat is their ordained protector. While capitalist society,
shamed and dishonoured, rushes through the bloody orgy to its
doom, the international proletariat will gather the golden treasures
that were allowed to sink to the bottom in the wild whirlpool of the
world war in the moment of confusion and weakness.

—Rosa Luxemburg

There is enough that is being written on the contemporary
politics globally—ranging from the somersault of the Syriza
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kind of ‘left” politics in Greece, rise of Trump in USA, Erdogam’s
authoritarianism in Turkey, growing popularity of the far-
right across Europe, interesting forms of right-wing populism
in India to virtual one party ‘democracy’ in Bangladesh. While
these developments have been widely debated, there have
been periodic emergence of different kinds of ‘hope’ in the
parliamentary politics with the likes of Jeremy Corbyn, Bernie
Sanders or Podenos or more close at home with the Aam Admi
Party in India. It is difficult to gauge the potential of these
‘hopes’ in subverting the fundamental character of capitalism
that breeds on exploitation and accumulation. Their language
appears radical in times when the neoliberal capitalism has
blown apart all semblances of welfarism across the globe.
Hence, even restoring some of those ‘lost’ welfarist measures
appear radical, even transgressive, and generate hope for a
better future for working people. However, these voices of
‘hope’ encounter multifarious obstacles at all moments owing
to the way the capital has swarmed over each and every
aspect of our lives. One of the most interesting exemplars of
how capital colonizes our lives completely can be seen in our
use of the social media. While we use it to generate a counter-
narrative the very act of doing this results in accumulation
itself as our every click, ‘like’, every visit to a website and
every comment at a post adds to the coffers of the capital. The
‘rebellion’ itself is then commodified.

Hence, if the presence of capital is so enormous that it has
tailor-made our common sense, our view of the world in sync
with its own parameters then how does one build a counter-
narrative against it? While the Right across the globe rides
‘high’ on the idea of nation and religion, creating a ‘mass’, the
Left tries to outdo them in their game. Rather than competing
with the Right on the question of nation making sense of the
national question in a world, which is globalized, where capital
moves freely and grounds itself at places appropriate to its
sustenance and expansion will be a more productive exercise
for the working class question. In the same way thinking about
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a politics away from the turf provided by capital is essentially
absent or imperceptible on a range of issues—from education,
health, labour laws to basic questions of wage and living
conditions. There is a serious need for introspection into the
past and present of the politics that the formations claiming
to represent interests of the working class engage in. One of
the most vital questions of our times must be about exploring
the reasons behind the right-wing shift of masses in an age
when the unemployment, pauperization and marginalization
has been on the rise. These are the times when clear, brutal
attacks on religious minorities, educational institutions and
any voice of dissent has been unprecedented in the post-
independent Indian history. These are also the times which
provide an opportunity to understand the nature of the state
and its relationship with institutions which were shown as
‘impartial” and “autonomous’ by the bourgeois politics.

The Left is in decline (or has declined) in South Asia, not
merely from its representation in the parliament but even in
terms of its organizational capability. The reasons behind this
decline involve a two-fold question: firstly, how we understand
the workings of capital today and how these workings get
reflected in the politics of counter-narrative. In other words,
the politics on the ground—the strategies and tactics—of the
anti-systemic mobilizations and movements need to have a
clear understanding of where capitalism in India stands today.
Although there are regional variations, but these variations are
of form and not so much of content, which serves the interests
of capital. Secondly, there is an increasing and immediate need
to introspect into the organizational nature of the political Left
itself.

Given the political context, Rosa Luxemburg becomes
ever more important, and her writing may provide some
alternatives to our ever-intensifying and limiting cognitive
immersion into capitalist logic. Rosa Luxemburg, who was
assassinated a hundred years ago, produced two major
works, namely The Accumulation of Capital and Reform or
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Revolution, which were very significant contributions to the
understanding of how capitalism works and how the anti-
systemic politics need to work. In her works she raised a
fundamental question pertaining to Marx’s explanation of
how enlarged reproduction happens in capitalism and asked
“who is to benefit in the end by enlarged reproduction”. For
her Volume II of Capital says “that capitalist production would
itself realize its entire surplus value, and that it would use
the capitalized surplus value exclusively for its own needs”.?
She says that this becomes clear when Marx “...attempts to
reduce the circulation within the diagram altogether to terms
of money, that is to say to the effective demand of capitalists
and workers...”. For her it is unclear in Marx’s Capital that
“who are the new consumers for whose sake production is
ever more enlarged”’. She is uncomfortable with the way
“Marx consistently and deliberately assumes the universal
and exclusive domination of the capitalist mode of production
as a theoretical premise of his analysis in all three volumes of
Capital. Under these conditions, there can admittedly be no
other classes of society than capitalists and workers...”* The
reason for this discomfort is that she does not agree with the
formulation that it is the workers and capitalists who would
consume all that is produced. Hence, she comes up with the
formulation that the capitalist nations need to colonize the
non-capitalist economies to ensure that the produced goods
find new consumers and thus the capitalists do not end up in
a crisis. She makes it clear when she says that “the decisive
fact is that the surplus value cannot be realized by sale either
to workers or to capitalists, but only if it is sold to such social
organizations or strata whose own mode of production is not
capitalistic.””

Rosa Luxemburg provides two cases for the above
formulation. Firstly, “capitalist production supplies consumer
goods over and above its own requirements, the demand of
its workers and capitalists, which are bought by non-capitalist
strata and countries”®. For instance, the English cotton
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industry supplied to the European capitalist market as well
as the non-capitalist strata of India. Secondly, “...capitalist
production supplies means of production in excess of its own
demand and finds buyers in non-capitalist countries””. This
could be found in the way England supplied raw materials
for construction of railways and Germany supplied chemicals
such as dye in the non-capitalist countries.

She further explains that the expansion of capital happens
as profits came from profits earned on capital invested in
the non-capitalist territories. This profit was augmented by
acquisition of the land and other natural resources. And
then there was cheap labour coming from the disposed from
peasantry, etc., to work on those resources. The higher rate
of exploitation of labour in the colonies further augmented
profiteering. Because of the available natural resources
the investment in equipment produced higher profit in the
colonies than it would have done in Britain. This capital fed
into the old industries and rescued them from problems that
arose due to loss of demand®.

Rosa Luxemburg not only brings to us a debate about
the relationship between the ‘capitalist’ and ‘non-capitalist’
economies but also compels us to think about the dynamics
of capitalism and how accumulation of capital can take
place in order to ensure its survival and expansion. One
may not agree with her distinction of the capitalist and non-
capitalist economies as the latter becomes an integral part of
the former, which does begin a process of ‘capitalizing’ the
latter. However, the necessity is to revive this debate in the
context of examining whether the bourgeoisie in the erstwhile
colonies such as India expand their net of accumulation
through investments in countries of Africa and many other
Asian economies. She shows how the process of capital
accumulation has “the chronic tendency to produce crises of
over-accumulation. Capitalism needs to continually open up
new territories for investment to solve this problem”’. Using
her arguments about the role of cheap labour, use of technology
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(equipment) and natural resources in capital accumulation one
can make an effort to understand the process of accumulation
today. The necessity to analyse processes of accumulation
also emerges because one needs to explore questions related
to what keeps the working class subservient today to the rule
of capital denying itself a powerful mobilization against the
precaricization, immizeration or worsening living conditions.
Does it have something to do with the enormity of insecurity
that is generated by the free movement of capital, which travels
globally to distant regions where states can be coerced easily to
repress labour? Or does it have something to do with the way
technology and diverse other apparatuses ideologically create
a consensus about the society while hiding the actual realities
of exploitation? Engaging with Rosa Luxemburg’s works
might offer possibilities to look at the changing processes of
accumulation, changing notion of workplace/work and so
on in contemporary times and, therefore, to also understand
the complete absence of anti-systemic mobilizations in such
critical times.

The necessity to dwell upon the absence of anti-systemic
mobilizations also takes us into the world of how movements/
parties/mobilizations have functioned. In this part of the
world, the anti-systemic or more concretely left movements
have slid down into a dismal situation where they have
virtually disappeared not only from the street but they have
lost all edge in the parliamentary battlefield as well. Masses
have largely rejected them in recent times and this provides
us an opportunity to understand whether it has to do with
their politics that has not been much different from the liberal
bourgeois political forces on pertinent questions of wage,
nation, notions of welfare, question of privatization, basic
aspects of health or education, etc. Linking what Luxemburg
writes about the role of education for the working class to
our contemporary moment one can ask whether the anti-
systemic politics in India ever thought of education outside
the imagination or blueprint prepared by the bourgeoisie at
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different phases of its development.'’

Another significant issue within the anti-capitalist politics
has been that of the organization, in terms of how to shape the
organizational aspects of anti-capitalist politics to ensure that
the relationship between the organization and the masses as
well as the constituents within the organization strengthens the
politics. Rosa Luxemburg while dealing with the relationship
between the masses and the politics against capital questions
the hierarchization within the party at different levels. Rosa
Luxemburg while responding to Bernstein wrote that

It is, therefore, in the interest of the proletarian mass of the Party
to become acquainted, actively and in detail, with the present
theoretical controversy with opportunism. As long as theoretical
knowledge remains the privilege of a handful of “intellectuals”
in the Party, it will face the danger of going astray. Only when
the great mass of workers take in their own hands the keen and
dependable weapons of scientific socialism will all the petty-
bourgeois inclinations, all the opportunist currents, come to
naught.”

She is concerned about the way the organization/party is
institutionalized with assumptions that certain people know /
understand the working class politics while the others do
not. In fact, she argues that the whole distinction between the
‘intellectuals’ and ‘non-intellectuals” within the party needs to
be done away with. She, hence, writes

No coarser insult, no baser defamation, can be thrown against
the workers than the remark “Theoretical controversies are only
for intellectuals”. Lassalle once said: “Only when science and the
workers, these opposed poles of society, become one will they
crush in their arms of steel all obstacles to culture.” The entire
strength of the modern labour movement rests on theoretical
knowledge.?

The assumption that the theoretical knowledge and the workers
are diametrically disjunct and therefore need intermediary
‘intellectuals’ to bring them together is a false proposition for
Rosa Luxemburg. The assumption that the common people
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(or workers), as some intellctuals have argued recently in the
context of why we need universities, forget that the creation
of the two constituencies of intellectuals and the “people’ as
superior and inferior has created an environment wherein
people do not get worried when universities are attacked.
In other words, the politics becomes weakened and the link
of equal stake in an anti-capitalist politics gets destroyed. In
the organizational context, Rosa argued that such an attitude
leads to degeneration of the organization, which becomes a
hurdle for the revolutionary politics.

On ahundred years of her martyrdom, remembering Rosa’s
works in the contemporary context would then only facilitate
us to understand the workings and the politics of capital as
well as the labour located within that. This volume is not about
simply revisiting her works as a sterile professional academic
exercise within ivory towers of knowledge production
centres, devoid of a manifest relation with the politics outside
in the streets. It aims at looking at the contemporary theory
and politics through recalling the debates that Rosa was part
of within the context of an anti-capitalist movement. It asks
questions such as: can remembering Rosa Luxemburg also
provide us a way to understand the nature of bourgeois
politics as well as the anti-capitalist politics? Given the way
movements are weakening, the classical forms of unionization
seems to be waning, the organizational aspect of the Left has
come under question on account of different factors and the
impending need to engage with capital accumulation and the
organizational question while keeping in mind the aspects
that have been raised above. Rosa Luxemburg provided us
sufficient intellectual insight, which needs to be revisited in
our times to understand the nature of current politics. How
would one conceptualize the nation today, when it has become
ever more central to politics? How to imagine the nature of
organization vis-a-vis the relationship of the party and the
masses? These are some and many more questions that arise
while looking at the works of Rosa Luxemburg in context of
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capitals accumulation and organizational question and this
volume is an effort to answer some of these questions. It
includes a range of contributors, and not simply “professional’
intellectuals. All contributors have a connect with the everyday
struggle against the rule of capital and that brings fresh insight
on the debates around Rosa Luxemburg.

1.

2.

® N oG

NOTES

Thanks to Rama Paul and Ragini Pant for comments on this
introduction.

Luxemburg, Rosa, (2003). The Accumulation of Capital, Routledge:
London, p. 309. This is abbreviated after this as AC.

AC, pp. 310-11. In fact she says that it is like “the coal industry is expanded
in order to expand the iron industry in order to expand the machine industry
in order to expand the production of consumer goods. This last, in turn, is
expanded to maintain both its own workers and the growing army of coal,
iron and machine operatives. And so on ad infinitum” (AC, p. 311).

AC, p. 328.
Tbid., p. 332.
Tbid.
Tbid.

This becomes clear when Luxemburg explains that: “It is an
illusion to hope that capitalism will ever be content with the
means of production which it can acquire by way of commodity
exchange. In this respect already, capital is faced with difficulties
because vast tracts of the globe’s surface are in the possession of
social organisations that have no desire for commodity exchange
or cannot, because of the entire social structure and the forms of
ownership, offer for sale the productive forces in which capital
is primarily interested. The most important of these productive
forces is of course the land, its hidden mineral treasure, and
its meadows, woods and water, and further the flocks of the
primitive shepherd tribes. If capital were here to rely on the
process of slow internal disintegration, it might take centuries.
To wait patiently until the most important means of production
could be alienated by trading in consequence of this process
were tantamount to renouncing the productive forces of those
territories altogether. Hence derives the vital necessity for
capitalism in its relations with colonial countries to appropriate
the most important means of production. Since the primitive
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10.

11.

12.
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associations of the natives are the strongest protection for their
social organisations and for their material bases of existence,
capital must begin by planning for the systematic destruction
and annihilation of all the non-capitalist social units which
obstruct its development. With that we have passed beyond
the stage of primitive accumulation; this process is still going
on. Each new colonial expansion is accompanied, as a matter
of course, by a relentless battle of capital against the social and
economic ties of the natives, who are also forcibly robbed of their
means of production and labour power” (AC, p. 350).

Chappe, Raphaele (2016). ‘New Perspectives on Neoliberal
Finance’, in Ehmsen, Stefanie and Scharenberg, Albert (eds.)
Rosa Remix, Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung: New York, p. 82.

She writes: “The social, historical, philosophical, and natural
sciences, are today the ideological products of the bourgeoisie
and expressions of its needs and class tendencies. But on a
certain level of Its development the working class recognizes
that for it also “knowledge is, power” not in the tasteless sense of
bourgeois individualism and its preachings of “industriousness
and diligence” as a means of achieving “happiness,” but in
the sense of knowledge as a lever of class struggle, as the
revolutionary consciousness of the working masses”. (“The
National Question and Autonomy,” https://www.marxists.
org/archive/luxemburg/1909/national-question/ch05.htm)
Luxemburg, Rosa (2005). Rosa Luxemburg Reader, Hudis, Peter
and Anderson, Kevin B. (eds.), Cornerstone Publications:
Kharagpur, p. 130.

Ibid.
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Rethinking Democracy and Socialism
Through the Lens of Rosa Luxemburg

Peter Hudis

Two challenges confront efforts at social transformation today:
the effort to undermine and destroy political democracy, and
the failure of the socialist movement to promote a viable
alternative to capitalism. The crisis facing political democracy
is not hard to see: it is being undermined by figures ranging
from Orbén to Erdogen, from Bolsonaro to Netanyahu, from
Boris Johnson to Trump. Never before have we seen such a
concerted effort to subvert the vestiges of democratic liberties
by so many powers, large and small. The crisis facing socialism
is also not hard to see: Social Democracy long ago made its
peace with “free market” capitalism, while every one of the
putatively “Marxist-Leninist” regimes mutated into one or
another form of state-capitalism. An emancipatory alternative
to capitalism that can capture the allegiance of masses of
people seems virtually out of sight. In what way are these two
problems related, and what theoretical and practical sources
can we turn to in the effort to deal with them?

In many respects, today’s crisis of political democracy
is a result of the absence of a viable socialist alternative.
Social Democracy sought to advance socialism through
parliamentary means, but over time finding a home within
the existing state proved more attractive than challenging
capitalism. By the 1990s it capitulated to neoliberalism—just
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in time for neoliberalism to become discredited by the 2008
global financial crisis. The failure of neoliberal globalism has
now led a section of the ruling class to drop the veneer of
civility by moving towards direct authoritarian rule in order to
protect its economic power and privileges. Around the world,
the “political middle” is coming apart, as ruling interests
embrace the most xenophobic, racist, and misogynist politics
imaginable. Nowhere is this truer than in the United States,
where Donald Trump has succeeded in transforming the
Republican Party from an advocate of free trade and globalism
into the most openly nationalist, xenophobic, anti-free trade
party in its history—all in the course of 18 months. These
regressive developments could not have so rapidly unfolded
if a leftist alternative to the crisis of neoliberalism existed
during and after the 2008 global financial crisis. One reason
it was missing is that the very idea of socialism has become
discredited by the failures of the statist “socialist” regimes to
overcome the fundamental deficiencies of capitalism. The void
in articulating an emancipatory alternative to capitalism, at a
moment when masses of people are experiencing increased
insecurity, precarity, and alienation, has enabled all sorts of
morbid symptoms to appear.

These developments raise a host of difficult questions.
Does the growing threat of the Right mean that efforts to save
liberal democracy must take priority, even if it means setting
aside for now the promotion of explicitly socialist politics?
Or is the crisis of democracy a reflection of the bankruptcy
of capitalism, rendering quixotic any opposition that fails to
promote an explicitly socialist agenda? These issues are being
actively debated by a new generation of activists and theorists
who have come of age in the era of Trump, Bolsonaro, and
Modi. In the US, a recent poll disclosed that 55 per cent of
those under age 30 prefer “socialism” to “capitalism.” Socialist
organizations are growing rapidly; one, the Democratic
Socialists of America, rose from 3,000 to 55,000 members
in the last three years. Numerous anti-racist, feminist, and
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immigrant rights groups have formed as well, involving tens
of thousands who were not active in politics a decade ago.

These developments place back onto the agenda such
questions as: What exactly is socialism? Is it a fair redistribution
of the social product, or is it about much more? What exactly
is democracy? Is it parliamentary democracy, or is it about
much more? And since no successful socialist revolution has
yet occurred in a country governed by liberal or bourgeois
democracy, is the idea of seizing power by a revolutionary
vanguard party outdated? Or does the decay of capitalism’s
political as well as economic formations indicate that the way
forward is to dispense with electoral politics —either through
an insurrection that seizes state power or by developing
autonomous cooperatives and communities not contaminated
by the logic of capital?

The work of Rosa Luxemburg addressess to these questions,
even though she lived in a historical moment radically
different from ours. Generations of socialists, feminists, and
anti-imperialists have turned to her writings, finding in them
a source of inspiration. Yet we have suffered from a lack of
full access to her body of work. As of a decade ago less than
20 per cent of it was available in English—and much was
unavailable in any language, including German, Polish, and
Russian (the languages in which they were composed). Even
this understates the extent of her work that remains unknown,
since in the last few years an additional 1,800 pages of writings
in German and 3,000 in Polish have been identified.! All
these (and more) will appear (in English translation) in the
17-volume The Complete Works of Rosa Luxemburg issued by
Verso Books.? We are therefore the first generation that is in a
position to grasp her body of work as a whole.

I

I wish to begin with Luxemburg’s writings on the 1905 Russian
Revolution, which marked a key turning point. It was the first
nationwide revolution in which the working class played a
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leading role. That it occurred in “backward” Russia instead of
“advanced” Western Europe made it all the more impressive.
She devoted a substantial amount of time and energy analysing
and participating in it by going to Warsaw (and subsequently
St. Petersburg and Finland) in 1906.

The impact of the 1905-06 Revolution on Luxemburg is
well known—especially from her pamphlet The Mass Strike,
The Political Party, and the Trade Unions. From the moment of
its publication in 1906 till her imprisonment for opposing
the First World War in 1914, she relentlessly argued that
the workers” movement should embrace the new form of
revolt central to the 1905 Revolution, the mass strike. The
opposition to this from her co-leaders in the German Social-
Democratic Party (SPD) has been recounted in innumerable
studies. Much less known is that in 1905 she wrote hundreds
of pages detailing the revolution as it unfolded before her. It
amounts to a veritable daily account of a revolution as it was
being made.* Much of this appeared in Vorwirts, the daily
newspaper of the SPD Executive, which appointed her chief
editor in October 1905.* She also published many pieces in the
Polish revolutionary press, such as Czerwony Sztandar. These
mainly consist of short, journalistic articles rather than major
theoretical essays. But this does not lessen their importance,
since they served as the raw material from which she developed
many of her most important theoretical contributions. This is a
remarkable development, since relatively few leading Marxist
theoreticians produced a day-by-day account of a revolution
as it actually unfolded. That Luxemburg did so allows us to
grasp the process that led her to develop a distinctive concept
of revolution.

Throughout 1905 she had a keen eye for how the Russian
masses created new forms of democratically organized
grassroots committees, clubs, unions, and parties to advance
the revolution. The spontaneous actions of the working class,
she held, showed that it was instinctively democratic as well
as socialist:®



Rethinking Democracy and Socialism Through the Lens... 47

The first wave of general strike and workers’ uprising, which
flowed from Petersburg through the entire empire, including
through our country, was to a large extent spontaneous. Not in the
sense that the workers rose up blindly, without any understanding
of what was going on. On the contrary, the slogans and ideas of
the struggle, which were circulated widely by Social Democracy,
were so much “in the air,” were such a natural expression of the
workers’ needs and had so much entered into the flesh and blood
of the proletariat, that the only thing needed was an initial nudge
for the entire mass of workers instinctively to rise up to do battle
in response to the news from Petersburg.®

Here (as elsewhere) she does not counterpoise spontaneity
to organization. Political parties, she held, cannot create
revolutionary upsurges, but they play a crucial role in
developing ideas that can inspire the masses to rise up
against existing conditions. Luxemburg adhered to the need
for political organization and “vanguard” parties no less
than Kautsky, Lenin or anyone who was part of the Second
International. As she put it, “The more effectively and
vigorously the revolutionary core succeeds now in building a
road for the party organization to reach the masses, the quicker
the victory and the fewer the casualties we will suffer in the
next confrontation with absolutism.”” However, she differed
from many of her fellow socialist leaders, Lenin especially,
regarding the form of the relation between spontaneity and
organization. The proper form, she held, was to enlighten the
masses rather lecturing them like a schoolmaster:

No, it is not the organization that comes before everything else,
but it is above all the revolutionary spirit of enlightenment! That
is much more important... When will you finally learn from the
Russian Revolution? There the masses were driven into the
revolution; not a trace of union organizations, and yet step-
by-step they built and strengthened their organizations in the
course of the struggle. The point is that this is a totally mechanical
and non-dialectical conception, that strong organizations must
always precede the struggle. The opposite is true: organizations
are born out of struggle, together with class enlightenment.?
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During the 1905 Revolution there was no question of confining
the struggle within parliamentary channels, since Russia was
an absolutist state. Insurrection was therefore embraced by all
the leftwing parties. But that did not mean they ignored the
need for a democratic republic. Luxemburg, like virtually all
Marxists of the time, held that since Russia in 1905 lacked
the material conditions for socialism, the task was to replace
tsarism with bourgeois democracy. However, she held that
since the Russian bourgeoisie was weak and indecisive, the
task of creating such a republic fell to the proletariat. Her
position that the political form of the revolution is proletarian
while its economic content is bourgeois led her to take sharp
issue with the Mensheviks and ally herself (in 1906 and 1907)
with Lenin’s Bolsheviks.

Does this mean Luxemburg thought that a democratic,
parliamentary republic would necessarily lead to socialism?
Not at all! Earlier, in her 1898 polemic against Bernstein, she
stressed that socialism does not “naturally” emerge from
constitutional democracy. Nor did she think that democracy
is necessary for capitalism. She wrote, “No absolute and
universal relation can be constructed between -capitalist
development and democracy.”” As she saw it, “The fate of the
socialist movement is not bound to bourgeois democracy; but
the fate of democracy, on the contrary, is bound to the socialist
movement.”’ The notion that democracy is superfluous to
the socialist project was anathema to her and those of her
generation. But she had no illusions that liberal democracy
would enable capitalism to eventually evolve into socialism.

Luxemburg’s critique of revisionism and support of mass
strikes was at first supported by many SPD leaders, though
not always for the right reasons: some recoiled from Bernstein
not because they were principled revolutionaries but because
they saw the logical conclusion of his position as rendering
superfluous the need for their cherished party. However,
things began to change after 1906. As the SPD’s electoral
power grew, even some of her closest allies began to recoil
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from her insistence that the party prioritize the mass strike
over parliamentarism.

From 1896 to 1910, Luxemburg was very close to Karl
Kautsky, often referred to as the “Pope of Marxism.” He
supported her attack on Bernstein and defended her critique
of SPD leaders that did not embrace the mass strike. At the
time, both seemed to share what is now called the “inside-
outside” approach to social transformation: work inside the
system by securing seats in parliament, while developing sites
of resistance outside of it that can be called upon to fight off
the counter-revolution that is bound to emerge when socialists
gain enough suppport to seize power. This all changed in 1910,
when she submitted an article advocating the mass strike in
Vorwiirts. The paper rejected it on the grounds that the party
leadership decided to defer discussing the mass strike till
after parliamentary elections. She then submitted it to Neue
Zeit, edited by Kautsky, who promised to publish it so long
as she cut out one paragraph calling for the abolition of the
monarchy. With elections approaching, he did not want to risk
the party’s fortunes on such “radical” demands. Luxemburg
was furious and broke off all relations with him—after penning
a series of articles making the dispute public. The polemic
got even fiercer when shortly afterwards Kautsky refrained
from openly opposing Germany’s effort to occupy Morocco.
She now recognized that Kautsky represented a new form of
opportunism—four years before Lenin, Trotsky, or anyone
else had his number.

Raya Dunayevskaya argued, “To this day, even those
revolutionaries who, armed with hindsight, do see that the
dispute between Luxemburg and Kautsky first exposed the
abysmal opportunism at the top which ultimately led to
nothing short of the party’s betrayal, still act as if Luxemburg’s
presicent stand was ‘accidental”''—or even just a personal
pique on her part. But it was nothing of the sort. Luxemburg
saw that when a party becomes committed to electoral politics
and parliamentary representation it inevitably comes to
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believe that “the goals of a socialist society can and indeed
must be promoted through constitutional means.”’? Yet
socialism as a new form of social and human relations cannot
be created through constititional means, since the state is an
expression of the relations of civil society—central to which is
the property right of capitalists and their control of the means
of production. Political legislation can ameliorate some of the
inequities of civil society, but it cannot eliminate them; only a
radical uprooting from below by masses of people can do so.
She argued, “In effect, every legal constitution is the product
of a revolution. In the history of classes, revolution is the act of
creation while legislation is the political expression of the life
of a society that has already come into being.”* This is exactly
when the young Marx upheld when he stated, “for a new
constitution a real revolution has always been required.”*

It can be argued, in Kautsky’s defence, that revolution was
not on the horizon in 1910, since reaction defined European
politics at the time. However, what happened in 1918 when
the German Revolution occurred? The SPD was now in power,
working to crush efforts for the socialist revolution. Kautsky
was out of the SPD, having formed the USPD as a centre-
left opposition to the SPD. Luxemburg led the Spartakusbund
and cofounded the German Communist Party (KPD). She
proclaimed “All Power to the Soviets”—whereas Kautsky held
to the “inside-outside” strategy of aiming for a parliamentary
majority (by participating in the National Assembly) and
endorsing workers’ councils—but only to the extent that the
latter address factory or local issues. Luxemburg attacked
this as “the politics of the swamp”—as a refusal to take
decisive action to push for revolution even when the social
conditions were ripe for it. In contrast, she argued for “All
Power to the Soviets” because they represented a thoroughly
democratic form that makes possible the transition to socialism
that a parliamentary approach cannot provide. In doing so
she reconnected (perhaps without being aware of it) with
Marx’s declaration in 1871 that the “non-state form” created
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by the Paris Communards was the “proper political lever” for
effecting the transition to socialism.

I

This is not of mere historical importance. Today a neo-
Kautskyan revival is underway in parts of the Left, largely as
a reaction to the failure of Leninist strategies of insurrection.
Many have assumed over the years that Lenin’s appoach
in 1917 is the model of revolution—including for liberal
democracies. Clearly, all efforts to implement this model have
failed. Lenin himself may have recognized the futility of such
dogmatic “Leninism.” As he said only a few months after he
came to power in March 1918,

The revolution [in Western Europe] will not come as quickly as
we expected. History has proved this, and we must be able to
take this as a fact, to reckon with the fact that the world socialist
revolution cannot begin so easily in the advanced countries as
the revolution in Russia... In such a country it was quite easy to
start a revolution, as easy as lifting a feather. But to start without
preparation a revolution in a country in which capitalism is
developed and has given democratic culture and organization
to everybody, down to the last man—to do so would be wrong,
absurd.”

Luxemburg never knew that Lenin penned these words, but
there is little doubt she would have agreed with them. But
she also didn’t think that Lenin’s approach would succeed in
Russia. While she supported the Bolshevik seizure of power,
she had no illusions that it would produce a transition to
socialism. She wrote in December 1918, “It is clear that under
such conditions...neither socialism nor the dictatorship of the
proletariat can become a reality, but at most a caricature of
both.”*® Nor did she think that Lenin’s programmatic strategy
was applicable to Western Europe, which is one reason she
demurred from joining the Third International. But neither
did she view Kautsky’s “inside-outside” approach as any
more viable. She fully understood the need for socialists to
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participate in parliamentary institutions, even in moments
of revolution—which is one reason she argued for the KPD
to participate in elections for the National Assembly even
after initially opposing its formation. But participating in
parliamentary bodies is one thing; presuming that they serve
as a principle lever for the transition to socialism is quite
another. In this sense, Luxemburg had a distinctive concept
of revolutionary transformation that distinguished her from
other radical tendencies of the time.

This becomes clear from her 1918 book On the Russian
Revolution, in which she sharply attacks Lenin and Trotsky for
treating democracy as a “cumbersome mechanism” after their
seizure of power. One does not have to wait till 1918, however,
to see the differences between her and Lenin concerning what
happens after the revolutionary seizure of power. She spells this
out in a remarkable essay of 1908, “Lessons From the Three
Dumas,” written as a reflection on the aftermath of the 1905
Revolution. Although the revolution is defeated, she argues
that it contains many lessons for how to advance the struggle
for socialism in the future. She once again argues that the form
best suited for achieving a future transition to socialism is a
democratic republic. This is not the same as a bourgeois democracy
since a government led and controlled by the working class
would extend democracy from the political to the economic
arena. Such a republic would represent true democracy, which
is what is meant by “the dictatorship of the proletariat.”

She goes on to note that the dictatorship of the proletariat
is not the same as socialism but is the necessary pathway to
it. While the dictatorship of the proletariat can be established
in a single country, that is not the case with socialism.
Like all Marxists before the rise of Stalinism, she held that
“socialism in one country” is a contradiction in terms. She
writes, “The socialist revolution can only be a result of
international revolution, and [decisive is] the level and form
of development of class relations and proletarian operations
in other capitalist countries.” But if the transition to socialism
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cannot occur till there is an international revolution, how
likely is it that the working class will be able to maintain
its rule in a single country? She is brutally realistic on this
score: “The working class cannot delude itself that, having
overthrown absolutism and attained a dictatorship for a
certain period, that it will establish a socialist system.” She
refers to “the inevitable removal of the proletariat from power
by a counterrevolutionary operation of the bourgeoisie” if the
revolution is limited to a single country, “It may be that in
the end, after the proletariat is overthrown, the republic will
disappear.” But this will not mean that the revolution will
have been in vain, since “if the revolutionary proletariat in
Russia were to gain political power, however temporarily, that
would provide enormous encouragement to the international
class struggle”—thereby inspiring revolutions in other parts
of the world.”

Luxemburg’s “The Three Dumas” speaks directly to what
happened a decade later, when tsarism was overthrown in
1917, followed by the Bolshevik seizure of power. Lenin was
fully aware that Russia’s material conditions did not permit
the immediate creation of socialism. This is why he worked
to foster proletarian revolutions in Western Europe. However,
his regime did not take the form of a democratic republic, as
seen in its suppression of political liberties. Moreover, Lenin
famously declared in 1918 “now that we have seized power,
we intend to keep it”—permanently. This is the total opposite of
Luxemburg’s insistence that “the inability of the proletariat to
stay in power” is not the worst outcome, so long as its creation
of a democratic republic based on the rule of the working class
inspires others elsewhere in the world to take up the fight
against capital.

A decade later, in On the Russian Revolution, Luxemburg
clearly distinguishes her understanding of the “dictatorship
of the proletariat” from both Lenin and Kautsky:

The basic error of the Lenin-Trotsky theory is that they too, just
like Kautsky, oppose dictatorship to democracy... The latter
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naturally decides in favor of “democracy,” that is, of bourgeois
democracy, precisely because he opposes it to the alternative of
the socialist revolution. Lenin and Trotsky, on the other hand,
decide in favor of dictatorship in contradistinction to democracy,
and thereby in favor of the dictatorship of a handful of persons,
that is, in favor of dictatorship on the bourgeois model.®

A widespread claim exists in the Left, going all the way back to
the time of Luxemburg’s murder in January 1919, that she wrote
her criticism of the Bolsheviks while in prison and therefore
lacked proper knowledge of what was happening in Russia.
Had she lived, the claim goes, she would have retracted her
criticisms and never have allowed On the Russian Revolution
to be published. A careful reading of “Lessons of the Three
Dumas”—as well as other writings by her on the relation of
democracy and socialism—undermines this claim. Many of
the points made in her 1908 essay anticipate her approach to
the Bolshevik seizure of power a decade later. This is just one
of many expressions of how finally having the fill corpus of
her work before us enables us to obtain heretofore unavailable
insights on her theoretical contributions.

I do not mean to suggest by this that we have nothing to
learn from Lenin. He was the first post-Marx Marxist to directly
return to Marx’s roots in the Hegelian dialectic, which was a
remarkable achievement. No less remarkable were his efforts
to extend Marxism to the peoples of the non-Western world,
by adding the words “...and colonized peoples” to Marx’s
famous dictum, “Workers of the world, unite!” However, his
organizational theories and practices as leader of the Russian
state following the 1917 Revolution can hardly be considered of
much relevance for the 21* century. One of the striking features
of Leninist currents is the tendency to proclaim the need for
political democracy when out of power while dispensing with
it upon seizing it. Contrary to a widespread myth, Lenin was
not an anti-democratic authoritarian from start to finish: he
consistently defended democratic rights in his party and for
society before 1917. But not afterwards. It is not hard to see
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why: political tendencies that are shut out of power tend to
view democracy as a friend since it enables them to survive
and grow, while it treats it as an enemy after seizing power
since the freedom to criticize and protest can bring it down.
But in that case democracy is treated as a mere instrument—
not as an indispensable condition of human development. In
the absence of any ethical or philosophic standard to guide
political action, treating democracy in instrumental terms
leaves us without any foundation for measuring the validity of
our actions. All “truths” become relative, subject to the whims
of political fortune and self-interest. State power—and/or the
maintenance of one’s political party—becomes an end in itself.

Luxemburg herself opposed sacrificing democracy on
the altar of staying in power, since doing so only guarantees
that a transition to socialism can never occur. But if a regime
that expresses the will of the masses exists even for a brief
period, it can help inspire the transition to socialism to later
arise on an international level. Clearly, this is not the course
that was followed by “revolutionary” regimes over the past
hundred years. Stalin, Mao, or Castro would never have
taken the chance of being voted out of power. But neither did
their regimes lead to socialism; they instead led to another
version of capitalism, state-capitalism. The path intimated by
Luxemburg is the one less travelled, but perhaps for that very
reason it is the one that is increasingly being turned to today.

\Y

In terms of today, we must fight the effort to undermine
political democracy tooth and nail—especially because it risks
eliminating the political space needed to rethink the idea
of socialism and create a viable anti-capitalist alternative. It
must be fought within the electoral arena as well as outside
it. But we can no longer afford the illusion that the transition
to socialism can be achieved by parliamentary means. Nor can
we afford the illusion that it can be achieved with through a
“vanguard party” that seizes power on behalf of the masses
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along the lines of the Leninist model. History shows that all
such aproaches leads just to another form of capitalism, not
to a new society.

There is no formula for bringing a socialist society into
existence. But we can learn from history—which tells us that
the means employed in changing society must conform to the
nature of the new society we are trying to create. The question
of how to make the revolution therefore must follow from and
be decided upon by first grappling with the question of what
happens after a revolution—will it lead to the liberation of the
human personality or another form of class domination?
Clarifying the future goal is what provides direction for
present action. Doing so entails rethinking the meaning of
socialism as a philosophical project, even as we rethink the very
meaning of democracy.

Luxemburg teaches us that the benefits of liberal
democracy can only be maintained and extended by creating
socialism, just as socialism can only come into being if there
is thoroughgoing democracy. This is because socialism does
not consist of state or governmental control of the economy;
it consists of the abolition of value production, which can only
be achieved through freely associated human relations.

Socialism is not defined by transferring surplus value—
the difference between the value of the product and the value
of labour power—from the capitalists to the workers (either
through progressive taxation or outright expropriation).
Both are at least temporarily achievable within capitalism,
depending on specific conditions. But redistributing surplus
value is not socialism, since it leaves untouched capital’s
drive to augment wealth in monetary form as an end in
itself. The effort to effect a “fair” redistribution of surplus
value, which has defined both reformist and statist socialists
for the last hundred years, implies the continued existence
of value production. This is because one can only redistribute
what already exists. And the existence of value production
entails the continued existence of alienated labour—labour
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subjected to socially necessary labour time. Labour that is
subjected to an abstract, invariable time determinant is the
substance of value, which serves as capitalism’s very basis. In
a word, surplus value follows from value production—not the
other way around. It is therefore no accident that those who
emphasize the redistribution of value instead of its abolition
fall short of humanism —the need to transform human relations.
As Dunayevskaya wrote in Marxism and Freedom, “As long as
there exists ‘power over individuals,’” private property must
exist. To Marx, private property is the power to dispose of the
labour of others. That is why he so adamantly insisted that to
make ‘society’ the owner, but to leave the alienated labour
alone, is to create ‘an abstract capitalist’...the abolition of
private property means a new way of life, a new social order
only if “freely associated individuals,” and not abstract ‘society,”
become the masters of the socialized means of production.”*

Those who conceive of socialism as a “fairer” redistribution
of the surplus product make the same mistake as those who
uncritically embrace liberal democracy: they fail to grasp the
underlying dynamic of capitalist social relations. This does not
mean we should not fight for a fairer redistribution of the social
product, any more than we should not fight for defending and
expanding the political space provided by liberal democracy.
But we must do so from a broader philosophic and strategic
horizon than found in standard debates concerning the relation
between democracy and socialism.

Luxemburg grappled with the problems of her time;
we have to grapple with ours, which in many respects are
markedly different. We don’t have a mass labour movement
such as existed in her era, nor do we have an international
association of socialists spanning dozens of countries and
including millions of people. But we do have many things
missing in in her time: an understanding that issues of race and
gender are as crucial in the construction and deconstruction
of capitalist social relations as that of class, an understanding
of the deleterious impact of promoting economic growth at
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the expense of respect for nature and the environment, and
most of all, the experience of seeing so many revolutions
and revolutionary movements go by the wayside when they
fell short of a vision of human emancipation from all forms
of alienation. We now know—or at least should know—that
Marxism is a theory of liberation or it is nothing.
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Rosa-Lenin Controversy and the
Organizational Question Today

Navin Chandra

Introduction

Lenin-bashing has been a perennial pastime of some self-
proclaimed Marxist and anti-Marxist intellectuals of the
developed North and the underdeveloped South. First, it was
Marx who was marshalled against Lenin. It does not appear to
have cut much ice. After the Second World War they discovered
Gramsci and tried to use his fragments of thoughts randomly
picked up from his ‘Prison Notebooks’ to pit him against Marx
and Lenin. These Gramscians have, in fact, been championing
Bernsteinianism in the name of Gramsci (Carl Boggs,1976).
Recently, they appear to have discovered Rosa Luxemburg as
a stick to belabour Lenin and the Russian Revolution. These
gentlemen and ladies try hard to hide the fact that while
remaining critical of some of Lenin’s formulations like the
question of centralism in Party organization, Rosa from 1905
onwards mostly approved his overall understanding of the
revolutionary process and action in Russia. She shared with
him the conception of the Russian revolutionary process and
action necessary to realize the revolutionary goal. Even while
remaining critical of the Bolsheviks on issues such as ‘right
to self-determination” and centralism in party organization,
her increasing sympathy for the general line of the Bolsheviks
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after the 1905 Revolution, does not appear to have wavered.

Rosa Luxemburg, like Lenin, was a quintessential
revolutionary in her unity of thought and action, which
is reflected in all her writings and actions. They shared a
personality trait that even when they were engaged in a bitter
criticism of their comrades, their intentions were never to
denigrate them but to bring them round to the view which
they considered right. Both advocated their points of view
with utmost conviction of being right but only so long as
they were not convinced of the counter arguments to which
they were always open or till their perception of the ground
realities changed.

Divergence to Convergence

Rosa Luxemburg participated as a Polish delegate in the
London Congress of RSDLP in 1903. Her sympathies then
were clearly with the Mensheviks. According to Rosa
Luxemburg at the time of the RSDLP London Meeting in 1903,
the degree of centralism in the party was at the centre of the
differences and controversy in the RSDLP. At this Conference
her sympathy for the position of the Mensheviks followed
from her perception that the Mensheviks were supportive
of the German SPD type organization and conformed to her
conception of democracy in the party as against the Bolsheviks
who were, in her perception the advocates of Lenin’s position
as ultra-centralism in organizational matters. No wonder, she
berated Lenin for his so-called ultra-centralism in her 1904
article, ‘Organizational Question of Russian Social Democracy’
(Hudis and Anderson, 2004) that was her response to Lenin’s
book One Step Forward and Two Steps Back.

One Step Forward and Two Steps Back is decidedly a
polemical book in which the writer admittedly bends the
stick to one side rather more than normally necessary for the
argument. It is done in order to bring into stark relief the issues
involved in order to put forth one’s arguments as strongly as
possible. If anyone reads the book with this caveat in mind
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one cannot agree with Rosa Luxemburg when she says that
Lenin is advocating an ultra centralist organizational structure,
independent of time and clime, and Jacobinism in this book.
Lenin wrote a detailed rejoinder to Luxemburg’s critique. The
reply that he sent for publication in Die Neue Zeit where her
critique of his book was published was rather curtly refused
publication by Kautsky. Lenin in his Reply to Luxemburg’s
criticism (Collected Works, Vol. 7) denies the charge of advocacy
of an ultra-centralist organizational structure. In fact, he denies
advocating any one form of organization in the abstract,
independent of space and time. According to him all that he
is arguing in the book is that the Congress decisions must be
accepted and implemented till the same are changed by the
next Congress and this is decidedly a democratic operational
principle for any large viable organization.

Regarding Rosa Luxemburg’s observation that the
controversy in Russian social democracy had been principally
about the degree of centralism in the Party and her charge
that Lenin championed ultra-centralism in the Party in the
book, Lenin points out that the controversy in Russian social
democracy did not centre on the degree of centralism in the
Party. It had “principally been over whether the Central
Committee and Central Organ should represent the trend of
the majority of the Party Congress or whether they should not”.
He wondered if Comrade Luxemburg considered it “normal
for supposed Party Central Institutions to be dominated by
the minority of the Party Congress”. He enquired obviously
with surprise if she could even imagine such a thing or had
ever seen it in any Party (ibid). In short, Lenin found that
Rosa Luxemburg was not well informed of the realities of the
RSDLP and its socio-political ambience and she was indulging
in abstract theorization. He writes:

Comrade Luxemburg fathers on me the idea that all the
conditions already exist in Russia for forming a large and
extremely centralized Party. Again an error of fact. Nowhere in
my book did I voice such an idea, let alone advocate it. The thesis
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I advanced expressed and expresses something else. I insisted,
namely, that all the conditions already existed for expecting Party
Congress decisions to be observed, and that the time was past
when a Party institution could be supplanted by a private circle.
I brought proof that certain academics in our Party had shown
themselves inconsistent and unstable, and that they had no right
to lay the blame for their own lack of discipline upon the Russian
proletarians. The Russian workers have already pronounced
repeatedly, on various occasions, for observance of the Party
Congress decisions.

As for her charge of his Jacobinism, Lenin writes:

Comrade Luxemburg says that I characterized more acutely,
perhaps, than any of my opponents could have when I defined
a revolutionary Social-Democrat as Jacobin who has identified
himself with the organization of class-conscious workers. Yet
another error of fact. It was P. Axelrod, not I, who was first to
liken our Party trends to the days of the French Revolution. I
merely observed that the parallel can only be allowed in the
sense that the division in the present-day Social-Democracy into
a revolutionary and an opportunist wings correspond to some
extent to the division into Montagnards and Girondists. .... Rosa
Luxemburg here confuses comparison of the two revolutionary
trends of the eighteenth and the twentieth centuries with the
identification of these trends...

Lenin accuses her of repeating time and again “naked
words without informing herself of the actual issue in the
controversy”. He wanted to convey to her that she needed to
eschew talking in terms of abstract principles and pay heed to
concrete realities as truth is always concrete.

In fact, her idealization of the German model of social
democratic organization is also responsible for her criticism of
Lenin. She was extremely enamoured of the German model of
SDP’s organization as a mass party and its way of functioning
that attracted petty bourgeois elements to the Party. She
considered it as the model worthy of emulation in Russia as
elsewhere. Pannaccione perceptively notes:
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The critique of the Leninist conception of the party by Rosa
Luxemberg.... Could appear simply as over-praising of the
German model the party founded around a ‘proletarian base
already strong and educated’, which for this very reason can “take
in tow’, assimilate and take on internally its diverse elements
(“drop-out supporters and the petty bourgeois ones’...). This was
not the only time which Luxemburg imposed upon the socialists
of Eastern Europe and of the Russian empire her position within
the SPD, and even Lenin became aware of this when his reply
to Die Neue Zeit was turned down rather offensively by Karl
Kautsky. (Bellofiore, 2010, 176)

However, her view started changing after the experience of
the 1905 revolution. This emerges from the fact that after
the Russian Revolution of 1905 she became critical of the
Mensheviks and proportionately more sympathetic to the
position of the Bolsheviks. In the London Congress of RSDLP
in 1907 first as the representative of the German SDP and then
as a Polish delegate she played decisively a pro-Bolshevik role.
Stalin in his unfinished ‘Notes of a Delegate’” on this Congress
approvingly notes Luxemburg’s positive role as follows:

Of exceptional interest were the speeches of Comrade Rosa
Luxemburg, who conveyed greetings to the congress on behalf
of the German Social-Democrats and expounded the views of
our German comrades on our disagreements. (Here we link
together the two speeches R. L. (Rosa Luxemburg) delivered
at different times. Expressing her complete agreement with the
Bolsheviks on the questions of the role of the proletariat as the
leader of the revolution, the role of the liberal bourgeoisie as
an anti-revolutionary force, etc., etc., Rosa Luxemburg criticized
the Menshevik leaders Plekhanov and Axelrod, called them
opportunists, and put their position on par with that of the
Jauresists in France. [ know, said Luxemburg, that the Bolsheviks,
too, have certain faults and fads, that they are somewhat too
rigid, but I fully understand and excuse them: one cannot help
being rigid in face of the diffuse and jellylike mass of Menshevik
opportunism. The same excessive rigidity was observed among
the Guesdists in France, whose leader, Comrade Guesde, stated
in a well-known election poster: “Don’t let a single bourgeois
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dare to vote for me, for in Parliament I will defend only the
interests of the proletarians against all the bourgeois.” In spite
of this sharpness, we German Social-Democrats always took
the side of the Guesdists in their struggle against the traitors to
Marxism, against the Jauresists. The same must be said about
the Bolsheviks, whom we German Social-Democrats will support
in their struggle against the Menshevik opportunists....(Stalin,
Works, Vol. 2)

It is doubtful if Rosa ever saw Lenin’s rejoinder to her criticism
as it was not published in Die Neue Zeit; she never refers to
it at any time. This to me may be one of the main reasons of
her persistence in the criticism of so-called Bolsheviks (led by
Lenin) ultra centralism and intransigence while approving of
the rest of Bolshevik policy direction and action—a fixation
that she appears to have refused to shed at least till 1918.
Another dogmatic obsession that she could not apparently
jettison till her release from jail was about Party Unity at any
cost. This obsession may have to bear some responsibility for
the time and manner of her killing by her erstwhile comrades.

The Paris meeting of the Central Commission of RSDLP
in 1910 raised high hopes in Luxemburg of principled
Party unity that stood shattered before the ink with which
the resolutions were penned had dried. Luxemburg got
thoroughly disillusioned with the Mensheviks as they and
other non-Bolshevik groups refused to follow the resolutions
of the Paris meeting and in fact intensified their liquidationist
activities. Luxemburg almost says so in her recently published
writing ‘Credo’ (the caption supplied by Hudis and Anderson,
2004) that was written in 1911. In this essay she approves
and supports the Bolshevik political line. She says that the
Bolsheviks only reacted to the disruptive activities of the
Mensheviks and other non-Bolshevik groups, by intensifying
their activities and strengthening their hold on the workers,
but still she charges Bolsheviks with intransigence and ultra
centralism that are said to be standing in the way of party
unity. How can one strengthen the revolutionary Party in
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unity with those who are out to liquidate it for working with
the liberal bourgeoisie? All this vindicates Lenin’s accusation
that Rosa Luxemburg had the propensity to champion a very
abstract idea of Party unity and democracy, which failed to
take into account the concrete realities prevalent at the time.
Any idea or principle has to be implemented in the context of
a given social, economic and political ambience. She appears
here to have overlooked an elementary dictum of Materialist
Dialectics that truth is always concrete.

The two articles by Rosa Luxemburg—'Credo’ (1911) and
‘The Russian Revolution’—bring into relief her unflinching
solidarity with the Bolsheviks. I have already dealt with the
former. Let us look at the latter now. Here Luxemburg raises
her dissent on several topics such as land policy, nationalities
question, abolition of the constituent assembly, question of
suffrage, and the question of dictatorship and democracy in
the fledgling Soviet Regime established by the working class
under the leadership of the Bolsheviks, but the essay is not
the criticism of the Revolution but a strong defence of it. It
was also not the criticism of what the Bolsheviks were doing
regarding these questions, rather, it was a protest against the
tendency to project as principles whatever contingent actions
the Bolsheviks had to take under the compulsions of the
national and international bourgeois manoeuvres against the
new regime in Russia. Luxemburg states:

..All of us are subject to the laws of history, and it is only
internationally that the socialist order of society can be realized.
The Bolsheviks have shown that they are capable of everything
that a genuine revolutionary party can contribute within the
limits of the historical possibilities. They are not supposed to
perform miracles. For amodel and faultless proletarian revolution
in an isolated island, exhausted by world war, strangulated by
imperialism, betrayed by international proletariat, would be a
miracle.

She goes on to say:

What is in order is to distinguish the essential from the non-
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essential, the kernel from the accidental excrescences in the
policies of the Bolsheviks. In the present period, when we face
decisive final struggles in all the world, the most important
problem of socialism was and is the burning question of our
time. It is not a matter of this or that secondary question of tactics,
but of the capacity of action by the proletariat, the strength to
act, the will to the power of socialism as such. In this, Lenin and
Trotsky and their friends were the first, those who went ahead
as an example to the proletariat of the world; they are still the
only ones up to now who can cry with Hutten: “I have dared!”.

Luxemburg’s Apprehensions

We have argued mainly that before 1918 Luxemburg’s
criticism of the organizational conception of Lenin, to some
extent, follows from her view of the German Social Democratic
Party (SPD) as a model mass party, which was a rather loose
organization like any other political formations working
within the framework of the bourgeois parliamentary system,
but for its umblical tie to organized workers. It followed also
from her conception of revolutionary democracy that was
hardly different from bourgeois democracy. However, her
apprehensions of the likely fall-outs of Leninist principles of
Party organization appear to have been borne out by history.

Rosa Luxemburg apprehended and explicitly warned that
the Bolsheviks’ method of organizing that she considered
ultracentralist, would inevitably lead to an undemocratic,
bureaucratic state and party structures and processes with
inevitable detriment to the process of building socialism in
Russia. The empirical realities are there for all of us to see. All
communist parties have been bureaucratized. The states led
by them supposedly following the organizational principles
propounded by Lenin did turn into bureaucratic dictatorial
regimes and finally disappeared. The cases of Russia and
China are often cited in this regard. In Russia, China and
Vietnam, everywhere “socialism’ lies shattered and has given
place more or less to the capitalist market economy. It is these
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empirical realities that are uncritically projected as the proof of
the correctness of Luxemburg’s criticism of the organizational
principles of Lenin. Such critics of Lenin’s organizational
principles, who consider it to be the cause of whatever
happened to ‘existing’ socialism in the last decade of the last
century, are behaving like the scientists who having failed to
launch an interplanetary vehicle successfully, immediately
come to the conclusion that the concerned established
principles and laws of physics are wrong and need to be
changed. The only scientific approach in such a situation is that
before challenging the established laws of science, we should
enquire what the external and internal objective reasons could
be in putting those laws into practice, whether the failure was
in the misunderstanding of the concepts of science involved
or their misapplication, whether some computational errors
occurred and whether the art of designing the rocket and the
vehicle went awry. Only when all the possibilities of error are
discounted, the scientific law deserves to be questioned. Let
us look then closely at the Leninist principles of organization
called ‘democratic centralism’ and subject it to scientific
scrutiny.

Democratic Centralism

We have already seen Lenin protesting against the charge
of advocating ultra-centralist Party organization or for that
matter any type of organization. Lenin advocated how any
large organization should function democratically without
degenerating into anarchy. He called it the principle of
‘democratic centralism’. It is the dialectical systemic thinking
that he imbibed from Hegel and Marx, which appears to be
responsible for proposing and enunciating such a principle of
organization. Those who criticize Lenin for his alleged ultra-
centralism, even after Rosa Luxemburg’s self-criticism as per
the testimony of Clara Zetkin, and even Lenin, have not cared
to study the principle of democratic centralism deeply and
scientifically.
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The modern science of cybernetics as applied to social
organizations by Cyberneticians like Stafford Beer (Beer, 1976)
starts with the empirical fact that all large, probabilistic (non-
deterministic) systems—natural, biological, technical and
social, to be viable have to be centralized and decentralized
at the same time. They are also hierarchically structured.
Centralism without democracy is a recipe for the dormancy
of constituent organs. Such organization becomes an
organization that cannot produce results. On the othe other
hand, democracy without any form of centralism will lead
to a situation of high entropy or disorder, which again is a
recipe for making the organization directionless and hence
non-functioning.

To search for the laws of effective functioning of a viable
system Beer (ibid) points out that nature has evolved one of
its most viable system in the human body. It has two nervous
systems—autonomous and central. The Autonomous Nervous
System makes for immediate local response to any situation
or danger any organ faces. The cortex plays the coordinating
role or sometimes pedagogical role for the various parts of
the body communicating through the central nervous system
when the requisite response to some situation is beyond
the competence of any organ. For example, our heart beats
autonomously without any conscious effort, but when it faces
some problem insoluble by it, it immediately communicates
it to the cortex that tells the relevant organs to come to its
rescue. Imagine if the heart was required to seek permission
of the cortex to beat after each beat; in between the two beats
we would die. So is the case of the autonomous nerve cells
that make eyes respond to any stimulus external or internal
by blinking. So the human body is an example of a viable
system that is necessarily centralized and decentralized at the
same time.

Another principle that governs such organizations is
the law of informational or functional hierarchy following
from the law that given a system there is some fundamental
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proposition about the system that is undecidable within
it. Such undecidable propositions need to be decided by a
higher system that has representaion of the lower system. It is
higher not because of its higher status or power but because
it speaks a more competent language, a metalanguage.
This can be illustrated with the help of the number system
hierarchy in mathematics. Given the natural number system,
the subtraction of a greater number from a smaller number is
impossible to do. This is resolved in the system of integers that
includes natural numbers. Similarly, the division of a smaller
number by a greater number is impossible within the integer
system. This is resolved by the rational number system that
includes integers and so on.

What is relevant for us in these examples of the human
nervous system and the numerical system is that a large
viable social system has to be hierarchical and centralized
and decentralized at the same time. Lenin’s conception of
democratic centralism answers to this viability criteria of any
large non-deterministic system in that it allows its parts to
be autonomous for quick local response to the situation and
local initiative while effective central coordination and even
direction that resolves the locally undecidable propositions. In
the vocabulary popularized by Stafford Beer, the higher system
is not higher in status and authority but in its competence
to deal effectively and democratically with the locally
undecidable issues and it is more competent because it uses
a metalanguage that is competent to decide the undecidable
proposition of the subsystem. In fact, it boils down to the
fact that the hierarchy which democratic centralism sanctions
is an informational and metalinguistic hierarchy and not a
bureaucratic hierarchy.

However, its proper implementation in a human system
is easier said than done. Unlike the physical and biological
systems, the human system is composed of elements that have
their own class backgrounds, their educational and cultural
backgrounds, ego, self-interest, degree of lust for power and
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so on. These human frailties that members bring with them to
the organization which makes the members of the higher units
manoeuvre to convert the hierarchy based on the competence
to democratically decide the undecidable proposition within
the subsystems into a hierarchy of status and power. The
democratic centralism is converted into its opposite that is
bureaucratic centralism. This perennial tendency in human
organization in a competitive individualistic socio-economic
environment entails the need of a continuous ideological
struggle and education in the course of continuing proletarian
mass struggles for the transformation of this competitive
society into a society that is animated by the values of
cooperation. Once they succeed in transforming democratic
centralism in the organization into bureaucratic centralism,
there will also be a tendency in the higher unit's members to
claim and justify higher privileges for themselves. As a result,
the hierarchy of the existing social system is recreated in the
organization that was born to transform the existing social
system. The democratic centralism is turned into bureaucratic
centralism. As soon as this happens the revolutionary
organization inexorably turns into a conservative or even
reactionary one.

What is then to be done? We need to produce
countertendencies so that such deformation of a revolutionary
organization does not take place. The answer lies in the
Freireian pedagogy and critical education of cadres and
leaders along with no compromise with democracy at any
cost, except perhaps in an underground situation and even
the exception has to be democratically decided. Democracy
and education—critical education through the process of
action-reflection-action are the only methods that can prevent
bureaucratic degeneration that we have historically witnessed.
Not that there is no educational process in the Parties or trade
unions, but it is not geared to develop critical thinking but
to strengthen the control of the leaders over the cadres. The
pedagogical principle and method follows what Freire called
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the banking system of pedagogy in which the teacher (leader)
is supposed to be the storehouse of knowledge that he hands
over to the disciples. In the Indian context, we call it the
Brahminic system of education in which the chelas or disciples
have to follow what the guruji told them. Such education
creates only docile followers and not revolutionary leaders.
It strengthens the bureaucratic tendency in the organization
rather than generate countertendencies to it.

Another very common view that democracy entails the
necessity of the existence of multiplicity of competing parties.
Rosa Luxemburg also apparently shares this bourgeois view
of democracy. The idea is that different political parties will
compete with each other for the votes of the people and this
would prevent any of them from becoming dictatatorial.
In other words, competition among the the parties would
guarantee democracy. The whole conception is based on the
model of bourgeois democracies that obtain today. Competition
is the logic of capital. It animates and drives capitalism. The
rabid individualist value system that it breeds and fosters is
dehumanizing the social processes. If socialism is the antithesis
of capitalism, the competitive logic and value system have to
be superseded by the cooperative value system. Even Lenin is
guilty of advocating “socialist competition” in place of capitalist
competition. Competition is the operational logic of capitalism.
Competition makes capital thrive, whereas it makes labour
starve and die; cooperation reflected in their organization is the
logic of labour. Norbert Wiener after finishing his pioneering
book on Cybernetics mused over its future technological
implications and he became perturbed. He came to the
conclusion that the technological possibilities of cybernetics
in a capitalist society would spell disaster for human beings
and the culprit was in his final analysis the competitive basis
of the bourgeois society. So if the humanity of human beings
is to be saved, the society must be restructured on the basis of
cooperation. He went on to reflect as to which class of people
could bring out such cooperative society and he came to the
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same conclusion as Marx that it was labour alone that had an
objective interest in bringing about such human civilization.
Thus the whole ideological being of a communist party must
be first animated by the value system of cooperation which can
only be realized among equals. The moment such hegemony
of cooperation over competition comes to pass, the rest will
take care of itself. In the end it is difficult but not impossible to
prevent bureaucratic degeneration of a democratic centralist
organization. It was perhaps Jefferson who said very aptly
that the price of democracy is eternal vigilance and eternal
vigilance is more appropriately the price of democratic
centralism that is the most effective principle of effectively
functioning democracy. The structure of an organization and
the principle of democratic centralism are dialectically related
but within this relational constraints there may be a variation
in organizational structures to conform to the varying social
and political ambience. Railing at the organizational principle
of democratic centralism is misplaced.

Conclusion

It is clear that Luxemburg’s criticism of Lenin’s conception of
the organization was misplaced. At no time did he advocate
a fixed organizational structure for all time and clime as
he clearly denied Luxemburg’'s charge to this effect. Even
in the Draft on Organization that was finally approved by
the Comintern Lenin explicitly says that the organizational
structure cannot be fixed for all time and countries. However,
Luxemburg’s apprehensions regarding the likely implications
of centralism in the organization have all been borne out by
history because of the organizational defaults mentioned
above. Thus Luxemburg has done singular service to the
Marxist-Leninist political practice. Her criticism of Bolsheviks
and her apprehenssions that have all come to pass warns
us to be constantly on guard for the possible organizational
and behavioural defaults that may promote bureaucracy or
differentiation among leaders and cadres, based on authority
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and privilege in an organizational set-up, which would mar
and even destroy the Revolution.

In this centenary year of her martyrdom, both the critics
and admirers of Rosa Luxemburg may be reminded of what a
glowing but accurate tribute Lenin paid after her death to her:

..."Eagles may at times fly lower than hens but hens can never
rise to the height of eagles’. Rosa Luxemburg was mistaken on
the question of the independence of Poland; she was mistaken
in 1903 in her appraisal of Menshevism; she was mistaken on
the theory of accumulation of capital; she was mistaken in July
1914, when, together with Plekhanov, Vandervelde, Kautsky
and others she advocated unity between the Bolsheviks and
Mensheviks; she was mistaken in what she wrote in prison in
1918 (She corrected most of these mistakes at the end of 1918
and the beginning of 1919 when she was released). But in spite
of her mistakes she was and remains for us an eagle. And not
only will Communists all over the world cherish her memory,
but her biography and her complete works will serve as useful
manuals for training many generations of communists all over
the world. ‘Since August 4, 1914, German social-democracy has
become a stinking corpse.” (Collected Works, Vol. 33).

No better tribute can be offered to celebrate the centenary of
her Martyrdom than reminding us all of the above tribute that
Lenin penned for Rosa Luxemburg.
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Revisiting Rosa Luxemburg’s
Understanding of the Party in the Light
of New Researches: Opening New
Frontiers?

Sobhanlal Datta Gupta

I

One of the main reasons underlying Rosa Luxemburg’s
marginalization in the repertory of mainstream Marxism
has been the standard allegation that she was opposed to
the notion of a centralized and vanguardist Leninist party.
Extending the argument further, it leads to the conclusion
that she was opposed to organizational politics and in the
name of espousing “mass line” she was an advocate of
spontaneity and anarchism. The reference point is the classic
debate between Lenin and Rosa Luxemburg centring around
two seminal texts of 1904, namely, One Step Forward, Two Steps
Back (Lenin) and Organizational Questions of Russian Social
Democracy (Rosa Luxemburg), the latter being a trenchant
critique of Lenin’s work. This paper first aims at a critical
reevaluation of this understanding in the light of viewpoints
broadly shared by Robert Looker, Mary Alice Walters, Max
Shachtman and August Thalheimer. The focal point of this
argument is that the standard allegations against Rosa
Luxemburg constitute a distorted understanding. Second it
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considers the question raised in recent researches whether
Rosa’s position was fundamentally different from Lenin’s and
thereby the Bolshevik model. Third, it considers the question
whether Rosa Luxemburg’s position on the Party was flawed
in the context of the German Revolution. Fourth, does Rosa’s
position on the Party envisage a more viable alternative to
the standardized Leninist understanding and thereby open up
new frontiers in our understanding of the Party?

II

Two English editors of Rosa Luxemburg’s select writings, which
they brought out in the 1970s, for example, Robert Looker
and Mary Alice Walters, dismissed the charge of spontaneity
against Rosa Luxemburg. Looker argued that it was not the
“organization as such, but an organizational fetishism which
ossified existing tactics and restricted opportunities for new
initiatives” that constituted the real target of her criticism. Her
response to Lenin was thus largely an outcome of her rather
bitter experience with SPD’s obsession with organizational
forms and modalities, leading to the growth of bureaucratism
in the party.! Similarly, Mary Alice Walters suggested that
Rosa Luxemburg did not downplay the role of the party in
providing political leadership but tended to confine it to the
role of an agitator and a propagandist and deny its pivotal role
in organizing the everyday struggle, since the Leninist concept
of a combat party did not appeal to her.> Quite noteworthy
is the position of Georg Lukdcs who in 1921-22 came out
with two critical evaluative essays on her views on party
organization and centralism, thus reviving the 1904 debate.
In the first essay “The Marxism of Rosa Luxemburg,” written
in 1921, Lukdcs appreciated in a big way Rosa Luxemburg’s
emphasis on the importance of the masses and mass action
and her trenchant critique of Bernstein’s reformism and
considered her analysis of the party as truly revolutionary in
the sense that “the organization is much more likely to be the
effect than the cause of the revolutionary process”® (Emphasis
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original). The other article, “Towards a Methodology of the
Problem of Organization,” written in 1922, however, was more
critical of Rosa Luxemburg’s understanding of the problem
of organization. Lukdcs argued that, while she was certainly
correct in highlighting the importance of mass actions and
criticizing the traditional notion of organization in relation
to the masses, her failure lay in the inability to develop real
insights into the leading role played by the revolutionary party
of the proletariat. Lukdcs, however, cautioned significantly
against a mechanical imposition of discipline and leadership
and stressed the importance of the conscious link between
‘total personality’ and ‘party discipline’, without which
“the party will relapse into a state typical of a party on the
bourgeois pattern.”*

In the 1930s, with the commencement of the Stalin era, the
Lenin-Rosa Luxemburg debate resurfaced. Max Shachtman,
an American Marxist, wrote in 1938 that just as Lenin’s
views on organizational centralism bore the imprint of the
Russian situation, so was Rosa Luxemburg’s polemic against
Lenin shaped by the situation in Germany. The historical
mismatch between Russia’s tyrannical regime under the Tsar
and Germany’s relatively open society, with a long tradition
of working class movement under the leadership of the SPD,
explains why Lenin’s stress on ultra-centralism, focusing on
professional revolutionaries,—an idea initially developed
by Lenin in What is to be done?—was not echoed by Rosa
Luxemburg,

August Thalheimer, one of the founder members of the
KPD, in an essay “Rosa Luxemburg or Lenin?” published
on January 3, 1930 in Gegen den Strom, the mouthpiece of
the KPD (O), put forward a thesis which viewed this debate
from a quite different angle. It was a defence of both Rosa
Luxemburg and Lenin, the argument being that, while diehard
Stalinists aimed at creating fissures between the two, the fact
was that after the victory of Soviet power, Lenin had launched
a programme of combating bureaucratization in the Soviet
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Communist Party, validating Rosa Luxemburg’s warning
against overcentralization. Thalheimer’s position was that the
issue was not Rosa Luxemburg or Lenin but Rosa Luxemburg
and Lenin, as there was a definite bonding of their ideas,
despite differences.’

Therefore, the key conclusion that emerges out of this
Lenin-Rosa debate is : while Rosa Luxemburg did, indeed,
oppose the Bolshevik kind of ultracentralism, she was equally
sceptical of the kind of organizational fetishism as espoused
by the SPD. Her so-called defence of spontaneity was actually
a call to consider the masses as the conscious subject of history.
What she critiqued was not organization as a principle but
organizational practices of a certain kind. It is precisely this
whichirked the SPD as well as the Stalinized Soviet Communist
Party, their organizational practices being at odds with Rosa
Luxemburg’s understanding. Three central texts, namely,
Organizational Questions of Russian Social Democracy, The Mass
Strike and The Russian Revolution illustrate the trajectory of this
thinking.

I

Since the beginning of the new era that commenced after
the end of the Cold War and the fall of the Soviet Union, a
number of scholars have made rich contributions towards a
deeper understanding of Rosa Luxemburg’s position on the
Party. This new literature, however, is marked by two unique
characteristics. First, unlike Thalheimer, Shachtman and
others, who aimed at minimizing the differences between
Lenin and Rosa Luxemburg and projecting the latter as a
figure that belongs to the “Marxist-Leninist” legacy, in the
emergent literature Rosa Luxemburg figures as an independent
theoretician. Delinked from Lenin, she is presented as a thinker
whose understanding of the question of the party now began
to be considered as fundamentally different from the one shared
by Lenin. Second, the reference point of this new discussion
was no longer confined to the two 1904 texts of Lenin and
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Rosa Luxemburg. The latter’s critical remarks in The Russian
Revolution on the emergent party regime in post-revolutionary
Russia, which basically questioned the Bolshevik strategy of
underplaying the importance of class as against party in the
name of proletarian dictatorship, have figured prominently
in the current discussion. While some of the representative
viewpoints, reflective of this new interpretation of Rosa
Luxemburg, would confirm it, interpretations which stick
to the Lenin-Luxemburg continuity thesis are, however, also
not lacking. Paul Le Blanc, for example, is a defender of
this viewpoint. This is evident in a presentation “Lenin and
Luxemburg Through Each Other’s Eyes” in 2012 in China,
where he reiterated August Thalheimer’s understanding that
what makes sense is not Rosa Luxemburg vs. Lenin but Rosa
Luxemburg and Lenin.®

On the contrary, the late Narihiko Ito in a long essay
“Dialectic of Centralization and Decentralization: The
Organizational Question in the Thought of Rosa Luxemburg,”
written in 1979, highlighted a crucial point that the difference
between Lenin’s focus on centralism and Rosa Luxemburg’s
accent on mass action and spontaneity is to be explained in
terms of their two quite different concerns. For Lenin, the
goal was to build a party and the necessary organizational
apparatus, while Rosa Luxemburg’s concern was to rework
the relation between the leaders and the masses, that is,
to alter the relation between the bureaucratic leadership
of the SPD and its mass following.” Consequently, Rosa
Luxemburg and Lenin traversed two quite different paths in
their understanding of the question of the party. For Ito, the
differences were threefold. First, for Lenin, the primary focus
was on rigidity and discipline, while for Rosa Luxemburg
it was precisely these elements which had ossified the SPD;
what was needed was to break out of them and unfold mass
action. Second, for Lenin the party that he aimed at building
up in Russia demanded secrecy; for Rosa Luxemburg, this
“conspiratorial” style would encourage bureaucratization
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of the party. For SPD it was totally inappropriate, as it had
already established itself as a gigantic mass party in Germany.
Third, for Lenin, the agenda was to build a party, which
would provide leadership to the struggle against an autocratic
regime; for Rosa Luxemburg, on the contrary, the challenge
of the hour was to transform the bureaucratized SPD into a
real party of the masses.® For Rosa Luxemburg what mattered
most was that the leadership would have to take the masses
into confidence, while for Lenin the priority was to build up a
leadership appropriate for a disciplined and centralized party.’

In 1982, Henry Topper viewed Lenin’s and Rosa
Luxemburg’s notion of the party as mutually exclusive, when
he pointed out that Lenin was essentially an advocate of
vanguardism, which was unacceptable to Rosa Luxemburg.
While elaborating this point, Topper pointed out that it was
not a conflict between centralism and democracy but between
two different notions of centralism. Rosa Luxemburg did not
oppose centralism in principle; what she opposed was the kind
of vanguardist centralism that Lenin defended. For Lenin, it
was centralism via the vanguard, while Rosa Luxemburg’s
alternative centralism was inseparably intertwined with the
notion of class itself."

Ottokar Luban, who has extensively studied this question,
also takes the position that there were fundamental differences
between Lenin and Rosa Luxemburg on the question of
centralism. In 2006, in a presentation in China under the title
“Rosa Luxemburg’s Criticism of Lenin’s Ultra Centralistic
Party Concept and of the Bolshevik Revolution,” he made the
point that there was a running thread of continuity between her
critique of party centralism in 1904 and her critical commentary
in the 1918 manuscript The Russian Revolution, where she put
forward a trenchant critique of centralized party control that
characterized the new political order in Russia. Between these
two texts, Luban refers to three other texts, namely, The Mass
Strike (1906), Credo: On the State of Russian Social Democracy
(1911) and The Junius Pamphlet (1915), where Rosa Luxemburg
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consistently defended her criticism of Leninist centralism,
the overarching authority of the Central Committee and the
conscious, active role of the masses in working out the agenda
of socialism. Luban highlights the importance of Credo,
discovered and published for the first time in 1991, where Rosa
Luxemburg scathingly attacked “Lenin’s inclination to resolve
problems and difficulties in the development of the Russian
Party mechanistically, with fists and knives, an inclination
that is dangerous for the party.”" After taking stock of Rosa
Luxemburg’s critiques, Luban concludes: “Rosa Luxemburg’s
criticism of Lenin’s ultra centralistic party concept in 1904 and
in 1918 was not an occasional polemic due to a special political
situation but has its origin in the fundamental differences on
the way to realize socialism. Otherwise Luxemburg recognized
that the Bolsheviks had made as the first party the successful
attempt for a socialist revolution. And she was hoping that
the Bolsheviks would change the methods she criticized if the
European or at least the German revolution were to succeed.
Luxemburg and the Bolsheviks had in common the socialist
goal but differed in the method of realization.”*?

v

The issue of leadership and spontaneity surfaced again in 1918
when the German Revolution broke out. Rosa Luxemburg
in a series of articles made an extensive analysis of how the
German Revolution unfolded, leaving behind interesting
clues to her understanding of this tragedy. In the light of new
materials which were previously unknown it is now possible
to consider two interrelated questions. One, in her defence
of the Rite (Councils) of the workers and soldiers as the
springboard of revolution was she guided essentially by the
spirit of spontaneity? Two, did she really endorse the call for
an armed uprising, which was enthusiastically defended by
the Spartacists? In other words, how fair is it to blame Rosa
Luxemburg for the failure of the German Revolution?
Regarding the first question, Walter Held, as early as
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1939, in his polemic with Max Shachtman, denounced Rosa
Luxemburg for her underestimation of the importance of
organization in her reading of the German Revolution. Its
implication was that she was guided by a Utopian vision, which
attached priority to spontaneity, the elemental power of the
masses. Held argued that, first, this understanding was based
on the wrong presumption that the Spartacists represented the
mood of the majority of the German proletariat, an impression
that was contrary to reality. Second, she believed in a mass
line, detached from the party, which was wrong.

In 1942-43 in a long essay “Why the German Revolution
Failed,” Held argued that while the USPD and later the KPD
failed in their assessments of the German Revolution, Lenin
and the Russian Bolsheviks too made a wrong estimate of its
prospects.

The twists and turns of the German Revolution, beginning
with the fall of the Kaiserreich in November 1918 and ending
with the bloody suppression of the Spartacist uprising in
January 1919 clearly differentiated the case of the German
Revolution from that of the Russian Revolution. The
German Revolution was far more complex than its Russian
counterpart and recent studies® confirm that it would be
an oversimplified generalization to conclude that Rosa
Luxemburg’s understanding of the revolution was coloured
wholly by the idea of spontaneity or that she unconditionally
endorsed the Spartacist strategy of armed uprising. Historically
speaking, the fall of the Kaiserreich and the proclamation of
the Republic in November 1918 opened up two different roads
before Germany, namely, revolution and reform. Despite many
differences, the USPD and all other militant streams of the
German working class movement, inspired by the example of
the Russian Revolution, called for the proclamation of a socialist
republic, while the SPD leadership stuck to limiting it to the
establishment of a bourgeois republic. It was, in other words,
a political and an ideological battle between two programmes:
socialism and capitalism. However, while the new conservative
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government, headed by Ebert and Scheidemann, which now
came to power, ruthlessly stuck to its agenda, the German Left
was marked by internecine rivalry, divisions, splits and lack
of appropriate leadership. It needs to be kept in mind that
Rosa Luxemburg developed her understanding of the German
Revolution in this atmosphere of cynicism and distrust that
marked the Left between November 1918 and January 1919.
Consequently, her position was reflective of this confusion
and chaos that gripped Germany during this period.

Explaining the failure of the German Revolution, Gabriel
Kuhn has identified the following factors: vagueness about
the idea of council communism, which was a Russian
phenomenon, as evident in the propagation of the idea of
the soviets (in fact, Rosa Luxemburg picked it up from the
experience of the 1905 Russian Revolution); failure to develop
any unified organization and a central strategy; lack of any
previous revolutionary experience; the counterrevolutionary
tendencies within the SPD; the failure to measure the striking
potential of the reactionary forces in Germany, as evident
particularly within the military; the exhaustion of the workers
and soldiers after years of war; the propaganda of the press,
the prevailing conservatism of the German society, the lack of
any deeply rooted internationalism.'

Ottokar Luban has addressed the question of Rosa
Luxemburg’s understanding of the German Revolution in
great detail, providing interesting clues to the clarification of
the question whether she was an advocate of spontaneity and
opponent of organizational principles. Thus, he points out that
oneargumentunderlying thisallegation, asadvanced especially
by the historians of the former GDR and the Soviet Union, was
that Rosa Luxemburg should have called for establishment of
the KPD during the turbulent days of the November Revolution
in Germany in 1918 instead of postponing it till 31* December.
That she did not proceed in this direction is explained by the
argument that she underestimated the importance of party
organization and overestimated the power of mass struggles.'
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Luban rebuts this position on two grounds. First, he shows
that, while it is true that Germany, indeed, was rocked by
strike struggles throughout 1916-November 1918, there was
severe police repression too against the Socialists, which made
it quite impossible for founding a new political party of the
Left as long as the Kaiserreich was in power. Thus, in 1917 the
attempt of the left radicals of Bremen twice to create a new
leftist party for Germany was foiled by the Kaiser’s political
police. Second, since there were already two Socialist parties,
namely, the SPD and the USPD, the demand of the hour was
unity of the labour movement. The formation of a third party
on the occasion of the November Revolution in Germany
would have sent a wrong signal to the working class.’®

Those who criticized Rosa Luxemburg for her alleged
defence of spontaneity extended their argument further,
addressing a more sensitive question: is it not true that she and
the KPD were advocates of the adventurist, putschist line of
the Spartacists, which ended in disaster? Ottokar Luban, in a
long essay under the title “Rosa at a Loss. The KPD Leadership
and the Berlin Uprising of January 1919: Legend and Reality,”
has meticulously documented the course of events leading to
the abortive uprising, refuting thereby this rather simplistic
conclusion.” New archival materials, the most important of
which is an unknown manuscript of Pieck'®, indicate that
although within the Spartacus group and the KPD Wilhelm
Pieck and Karl Liebknecht justified the strategy of armed
insurrection. Rosa Luxemburg, in principle, opposed this line
and questioned its rationale. Second, although at the end she
did not oppose it, her understanding was largely influenced
by factors over which she did not have much control. Third,
her assessment of the situation was to a large extent marked by
a somewhat wrong estimation of the revolutionary potential
of the masses.

New evidences show that the plan of armed uprising
against the Ebert-Scheidemann government was primarily
worked out by the militant shop stewards and not by the
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KPD, with the support of Pieck and Liebknecht. They formed a
33-member Revolutionary Committee, which to a large extent
succeeded in motivating the people to rise against the SPD
Government. Rosa Luxemburg was not at all in favour of this
strategy and she developed sharp differences with Liebknecht
on his question. Sticking to her old position, which she upheld
for years, her central argument was that without assurance of
majority support and without proper planning this strategy
would prove abortive. Besides, there was no central leadership
nor was there any coordination among the KPD, the USPD,
the Spartacists and the shop stewards. But as Berlin was hit by
mass demonstrations, agitations and strikes in the early days
of January 1919, the Pieck-Liebknecht group considered them
as signs of the readiness of the masses to opt for an armed
uprising against the Ebert-Scheidemann government. Rosa
Luxemburg, perhaps impressed by these developments, shed
her initial hesitancy and agreed that the Ebert-Scheidemann
government “had to be removed... they had to be driven out
of power” along with their supporters, although she clearly
rejected the tactic of a mere putsch: “To remove the Ebert—
Scheidemann government does not mean storming into the
Reichskanzlerpalais and chasing away or arresting a couple
of people, it means above all seizing the real positions of
power and also to hold on to and make use of them.”* (Emphasis
original) What was new in Rosa Luxemburg’s understanding
was that first, the mass line was not enough unless politically
it could be translated into the voice of the majority; second,
without organizational preparation the strategy of an armed
uprising would be a failure.

While this position was clearly indicative of a shift in Rosa
Luxenburg’s position on the Party, her ultimate resort to the
hand of history in her last writing “Order Reigns in Berlin”
was a reflection of her own rather confused reading of the
German Revolution. As she witnessed the coming defeat of
the German Revolution and sought refuge in history, what
perhaps eluded her was that the militancy of the masses was
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not necessarily reflective of their inclination towards socialism.
This is where her understanding went wrong, as her agenda
was transformation of the bourgeois democratic republic into
a socialist one in the post-November period, although she did
not favour either putschism or Social Democratic reformism.*
This was the Bolshevik strategy in the post-February 1917
situation and Lenin’s party succeeded in working it out. In
Germany those conditions were missing, which not only Rosa
Luxemburg but the entire German Left failed to assess.

\Y

All these are evidences of Rosa Luxemburg’s alternative
understanding of the Party, as distinct from the mainstream
Leninist model. Regarding Rosa Luxemburg’s understanding
of an alternative Party of the Left, in her own lifetime she
had two models of the Party before her : the SPD and the
Party of the Russian Bolsheviks and she was a sharp critic
of the centralized and ultracentralized organizational
structures of both. Although she did not present any third
alternative the central axis of her criticism that the Party
cannot be a substitute for the masses and that the masses
being the ultimate sovereign the Party has to be in constant
negotiation with the masses to provide vital clues towards
understanding of an alternative Party. But this presupposes
that however militant today’s popular movements might be,
they will not go beyond the demands of immediacy and will
not be translated into a political agenda against neoliberalism
without political leadership/organization under the auspices
of a truly revolutionary Party of the Left. The idea of a popular
alliance, which is unfolding in many countries, is actually
an expression of the inability of the traditional Communist
Parties to make themselves acceptable to the people. An
alternative Party of the Left today demands: (a) They have to
discard the idea that it is the vanguardist model alone which
is the hallmark of an authentic Left Party. It has to restructure
itself by shifting from the position that the Communist Party
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is the repository of superior wisdom to the idea of recognition
of pluralism, the voice of difference, which was so strongly
highlighted by Rosa Luxemburg. This involves the idea of
party-mass negotiation at all possible levels, so that the Party
never gets alienated from the pluralist components of society.
While the vanguardist notion puts the Party above the masses,
the Luxemburgist understanding transforms it into a Party
of the masses. That the vanguardist understanding reduces
the Party to an apparatus of domination, as distinct from a
structure of hegemony (in Gramscian sense), was realized by
Lenin too in the last years of his life, when he in his Letter to
the Congress categorically laid down the steps to be taken to
curb and control the overarching power of the Communist
Party, to displace it from the position of domination to that
of hegemony. He warned against the growth of bureaucratism
in the Bolshevik Party and suggested that, while the workers’
inspectorate had proved unable to act as a safety valve, the need
of the hour was to induct more ordinary workers in the central
committee (ranging from 50 to 100).! This has striking similarity
with what Rosa Luxemburg had said about the SPD much earlier.
In her letter to Henriette Roland Holst dated December 17, 1904
she suggested that the only way to fight opportunism in the SPD
was to go neither for artificial adventurism nor for a sudden
call to go “out in the street,” but to completely change its style
of work and ask the masses to consciously energize themselves
and move forward.”

Perhaps Rosa Luxemburg still cherished the optimistic
feeling that the Party had the possibility of being restructured
and so she did not envisage any alternative to the Communist
Party. (b) For the Communist Party to emerge as a true Party
of the revolutionary Left, it has to cultivate inner-party
democracy in the true sense of the term. Rosa Luxemburg had
no first hand experience of the functioning of the Bolshevik
Party but she had vast experience of how the SPD operated.
In numerous articles and letters she expressed her strong
resentment against the way the SPD was bureaucratized and
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this provides very important clues to the understanding of
how the absence of a proper democratic culture promotes
not only bureaucratization but also corruption within the
Communist Party, leading to a complete distortion of the
idea of democratic centralism and its degeneration. (c)
Besides, Rosa Luxemburg highlighted an issue the relevance
of which needs to be especially recognized. This refers to the
importance that she attached to the task of the Party in the
cultural enlightenment of the masses in the spirit of Marxism.
This makes Luxemburg the pioneer of a tradition in European
Marxism which is normally associated with Gramsci. This
alone would prepare the masses intellectually for the readiness
to build and accept socialism. This is most vital today, because
protest movements against neoliberalism will ultimately yield
no result unless the masses become aware of the necessity of
a superior alternative, not only politically, but also culturally.
But if this is done mechanically in the form of party diktat,
as it happened in the erstwhile socialist countries, the result
would be counterproductive.

Finally, in the light of Rosa Luxemburg’s understanding
of the Party and Lenin’s trenchant critique of the monstrous
party regime that was fast emerging in post-revolutionary
Russia before his very eyes and of which he was a living
witness, perhaps it will not be wrong to conclude that Lenin
was actually pleading for a return to State and Revolution in the
closing years of his life. Lenin’s aforesaid Letter to the Congress
was a pointer to the necessity of going back to the labouring
masses in order to control party bureaucracy, the profound
implication of which is yet to be properly assessed. But it will
not be perhaps wrong to conclude that this was a clear shift in
Lenin’s understanding of the Party whereby Lenin joined hands
with Rosa Luxemburg. Lenin, awaiting approaching death, was
speaking in a voice which almost echoed the voice of Rosa in
The Mass Strike and The Russian Revolution. They differed in
life, now in death they met.
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Capital Accumulation and the
Question of Organization

Arun Kumar Mishra

The catastrophic crisis that engulfed capitalism in the era
of neoliberalism, has forced bourgeois economists to once
again look towards Marx and also to seek a fresh solution
of the crisis within the framework of the capitalist mode of
production. In the 1930s it was Keynes who came to the rescue
of capitalism with the theory of the new deal through state
investment in generating employment to put money in the
hands of the working class to turn them into consumers of
goods and services provided by the capitalist class. It was
also the era of crisis free ascendance of socialism which posed
a direct challenge to the crisis-ridden capitalism. According
to acclaimed Marxist economist, Prabhat Patnaik, the post-
Second World War period was the golden age of capitalism
and also the age of revolutionary upsurge in various parts
of the world which saw the emergence of China, Vietnam,
Cuba and North Korea as socialist countries and the liberation
of colonial countries which was directly influenced by the
Soviet Socialist Republic and its decisive role in defeating
Nazi Germany, thus heralding an era of socialist revolution as
envisaged by the great Lenin, in his seminal work, Imperialism:
The Last Stage of Capitalism.

The demise of the Soviet Union, abulwark against American
imperialism paved the way for the counter revolutionary
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onslaught of neoliberalism based on Washington’s consensus.

The rightward shift on the world scale and the emergence
of leaders like Trump, Balsenaro, Modi, Johnson, etc are the
direct outcome of the counter revolutionary situation.

The triump of capitalism and so-called end of ideology
lies in tatters as neoliberalism faces the worst systemic crisis
leading to wars, climate change, emergence of all sorts of
xenophobic, racist and fascist forces posing a direct existential
crisis for humanity as a whole.

Maximization of the profits is the motive force of capitalism
that has left the accumulation of capital in the hands of one
per cent at the unprecedented scale while the pauperization of
the 99 per cent masses goes apace. I am not going to provide
data for such ugly accumulation of capital. Picketty and Joseph
Stiglitz have done commendable work and have brought to
the fore the unsustainability of the neoliberal regime. It is
another matter that these economists are trying to save the
capitalist mode of production by another round of demand
management.

We must look back at the history of accumulation of capital
from the onset of the capitalism mode of production.

In Capital Marx analysed the process of primitive
accumulation which is the genesis of the capitalist mode of
production.

With the development of the process of accumulation
there takes place the development of productive forces. The
investment of capital is increasingly oriented to the purchase of
means of production, hence the relative decline in investment
in labour power. The number of employed workers thus does
not increase at the same pace as the investment of capital. It
forms what Marx called the industrial reserve army of the
mass of unemployed. People who are available for varying
needs of capital and who exert ever increasing pressure on
the employed are forced to work in growing conditions of
exploitation.

At the same time capital is concentrated in the hands of an
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even smaller number of large capitalists who displace others
who do not have the capacity to invest and innovate.

The process of accumulation requires increasing masses of
surplus value which is achieved in other ways by increasing the
productivity of labour. Marx showed that within the capitalist
mode of production, methods of increasing the productivity
of labour turn against the workers.

In Capital Karl Marx also analysed the process of primitive
accumulation that is the genesis of the capitalist mode of
production and with which the separation between the
producer and his means of production took place. The basis of
this process was the separation of the peasants from the land,
Consequents, to war looting, fraud, alienation and general
subjection through violence were the means of production,
forced to put their labour power on sale.

In his brilliant essay in the October-December issue of
Marxist, Prabhat Patnaik discusses the controversies regarding
primitive accumulation and says it is achieved through
several ways. He cites a letter by Marx to N.F. Danielson,
the Narorodnik economist where he talks about the drain of
resources in India.

What the English take from them annually in the form of
rent, dividends for railways useless to the Hindus, pensions
of military and Civil Service men for Afghanistan and other
wars etc, what they take from them without any equivalent and
quite apart from what they appropriate to themselves annually
within Indias speaking only of the value of commodities. The
Indians have gratuitously annually to send over to England, it
amounts to more than the total sum of income of the sixty million
agricultural and industrial labour of India. This is a bleeding
process with a vengeance.

In the earlier phase of rising capitalism they colonized different
parts of the world and looted the natural resources by force
and destroyed the indigenous manufacturing units what so
ever to usurp the embryonic markets of those countries.
Rosa Luxemburg in her greatest work, The Accumulation
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of Capital wrote about the expansion of colonialism and said
that capitalism can grow as long as there were pre-capitalist
societies to be exploited. When all these societies had been
absorbed into the process of capitalist accumulation, the
capitalist system would collapse, since it proceeds by
assimilating the very conditions which alone can ensure its
existence.

The move ruthlessly sets out the destruction of non-
capitalist strata at home and in the outside world the more
it lowers the standard of living for workers as a whole the
greater also the change in the day-to-day history of capital.
It becomes a string of political and social disasters and
convulsions. Under these conditions punctuated by periodical
economic catastrophes or crises, accumulation can go on no
longer. At a certain stage of development there will be no way
out other than the application of socialist principles.

Lenin disagreed with Rosa on the issue of the automatic
breakdown of the process of capitalist production and its
replacement by socialist order. But Rosa Luxemburg’s broad
account of economic imperialism and its devastating impact
on underdeveloped societies continues to be relevant.

What we see today has been aptly summarized by Prabhat
Patnaik in his essay on primitive accumulation of capital.

Primitive accumulation is carried out in the name of
development itself where peasant lands are taken over for
a song for industrial and infrastructure development all
of which also have real estate components. Not only is the
peasantry that legally owned their land sqeezed in the process
but also the entire group of tenants and agricultural labourers
whose rights on the land are not even recognized when such
a takeover of peasant land occurs.

While elaborating on the various ways of accumulation
of capital he says that the process of primitive accumulation
in the Third World only increases impoverishment. Where
such accumulation squeezes the income or rights of petty
producers they linger on in their traditional habitats. Their
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impoverishment is obvious where they migrate to the towns
and cities in quest of employment even to employ the
natural growth of workforce, let alone the migration from the
countryside where there is similar impoverishment. What is
more, such impoverishment now also encompasses even the
already employed workers. This is because their bargaining
strength declines owing to the swelling of the relative size of
the reserve army of labour.

When the issue of praxis arises in this context should
the progressive forces oppose the primitive accumulation of
capital occurring under neo-liberalism in the Third World
because it accentuates poverty? Or should they eschew
opposition to it on the ground that it is a necessary part of the
process of development of the material productive forces and
on the transformation of society in a modern direction?

This is the dilemma before the left and its inability to
confront this dilemma has been an important factor in the
decline of the left in the Third World under neoliberalism.

While analysing the present phase of capital accumulation
on the world scale under the neoliberalism order, it is
imperative to think about the organization as the different
voices have been raised against the Leninist approach to
organization and the vanguard role of the Communist Party
to transcend the capitalist mode of production.

The controversy on organization dates back to the early
phase of the Communist movement but it fell upon Lenin
to formulate a comprehensive organizational framework to
carry out the revolutionary task for the emancipation of the
exploited class the world over.

The classic battle between Martov and Lenin over the
process of recruitment of party members in Tsarist Russia
gave birth to a new type of revolutionary party based on
democratic centralism.

Though Rosa Luxemburg was very critical of this
organizational set-up but she never questioned the seizure of
power by the Bolsheviks. She was very anxious about what
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happens after the revolution, what can be done to ensure that
the new class or bureaucracy does not take over afterwards.
Is it possible for a revolutionary process to continue in
“permanence” so that the transcendence of alienation can be
achieved?

After the collapse of the Soviet Union and other East
European socialist states along with it and China’s embrace of
market socialism, Rosa Luxemberg’s observation is extremely
relevant.

In today’s context we have seen many spontaneous
movements breaking out against neoliberalism in many parts
of the world. The early phase of neoliberalism saw the coming
together of different forces under the slogan of a “new world
is possible” but it soon petered out. The pink tide in Latin
American countries is on the retreat giving way to rabid
right wing forces. Only Cuba is holding out facing the most
brutal economic blockade and threat of direct imperialist
intervention.

The powerful mass movements in Egypt and other
countries ended in installing regimes of authoritarianism of
one type or another.

The so-called left of centre party Syrzia became the sub-
servant regime of the IMF, World Bank and WTO.

Most of the European Communist parties embraced social
democracy and destroyed themselves.

The Indian left has to take a concrete lesson from all these
developments and while adhering to the scientific Marxist
method of analysing the current day situation, fight for the
alternative socialist world by upholding the vanguard role of
the working class party keeping in mind the question raised
by Rosa Luxemburg on the eve of the October revolution.

I am an activist and based on my own experiences and the
recent upheavals against the neoliberal order on a world scale,
I want to conclude that the revolutionary spirit of Marxism
should never be diluted. As Marxism is not a closed ideology,
it is incumbent upon us to see that it is not hijacked by the
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pseudo-Marxists to serve the interest of the capital. As Marxs
has himself reminded us that the philosophers have interpreted
the world in various ways and the main objective is to change
it. This can only be brought about by a revolutionary Party
based on the ideology of Marxism-Leninism.
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What is Marxist-Humanism? Why Does
It Take on New Importance Today?

Peter Hudis

First and foremost I wish to thank the organizers of the
Conference that begins tomorrow on “Capital Accumulation
and the Organization Question in Contemporary Times” for
making it possible to have a dialogue with you. A dialogue
is always a two-way discussion (the Greek term for this is
dialectic). This means, in very practical terms, that I am not here
to teach as much as to learn by hearing from your thoughts,
experiences, and activities. This is not simply because I have
only been in India a few times and have much to learn about
its politics and culture. It is most of all because I do not believe
that theory solely comes from the heads of theoreticians, let
alone academics. People in their everyday lives constantly
raise theoretical questions in confronting and opposing their
conditions of everyday life, and the ideas that spring from
them, as I see it, serves as the very source of revolutionary
theory. As a Marxist-Humanist, I have long believed that
practice can be a form of theory, and when it becomes so,
theory becomes eminently practical. So I look forward to
having a fruitful back and forth on our mutual interests.
Before doing so, allow me to say a few words about
myself: I am from the United States, which means I live in
the “belly of the beast”—the world’s foremost capitalist and
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imperialist power. It may be the hardest place in the globe
to be a revolutionary Marxist—not necessarily because of
direct physical repression by the state (though that has been
known to occur as well) but because living in a land so totally
dominated by capitalist commodification generates a thousand
ways of ensaring, coopting and marginalizing its critics, even
without them always being fully aware that it is doing so.
In the last several years, however, the US political and social
system has descended to a level of depravity greater than
ever seen in my lifetime. The amount of unbridled racism,
sexism and immigrant bashing that has occurred in the US
since Trump’s election in 2016 is virtually without precedent.
If there is one country in the world that conforms to Antonio
Gramsci’s comment that “when the old is dying and the new
has not yet been born, all sorts or morbid symptoms appear,”
it surely has to be the US.

All hope is not lost, however, since the past several
years has seen an upsurge of opposition, not just to Trump’s
administration, but to the very nature of US society that brought
it into existence. Massive marches of women, sometimes half
a million strong, have been held in the past several years
at the same time as the MeToo movement has targeted the
sexism of much of US society. New American-African,
Latinx, and immigrant rights groups have forged protests
and campaigns against police abuse, the prison warehousing
of people of colour, and Trump’s war on immigrants. And a
growing number of youth are spearheading protests against
the government’s indifference to climate change. And most
striking is the emergence of a new generation seeking to renew
the idea of socialism. A recent poll disclosed that 55 per cent
of those under the age of 30 in the US prefer “socialism” to
“capitalism.” Socialist organizations are growing rapidly; one
went from 3,000 to 55,000 members in the last three years. The
situation remains very dangerous, since far Right is powerful,
the Democrats are divided and largely confused, and Trump
has plenty of cards up his sleeve, like starting another war. Yet
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growing numbers of people are searching for an alternative to
capitalism.

It is one thing for increasing numbers of people to show
interest in a socialist alternative, however, and another
to bring one into being. What makes developing such an
alternative especially difficult is the legacy of failed efforts to
create a socialist society. Social Democratic governments in
both the developed and developing countries succeeded at
times in introducing some valuable reforms, but they utterly
failed to pose an alternative to capitalism; by the 1990s Social
Democracy capitulated to neoliberalism, just in time for
neoliberalism to in turn become discredited by the 2008 global
financial crisis. The ensuing political void left the field open
for resurgent xenophobic nationalism and racism. Meanwhile,
the supposedly “socialist” regimes headed by Marxist-
Leninist parties, despite obtaining freedom from imperialism
in places like Russia or China, proved no less of a failure;
their replacement of “market anarchy” with state-command
economies led to repressive, hierarchical regimes in which the
populace lacked both economic and political freedom. Instead
of forging a transition to socialism, the so-called “communist”
regimes replaced private capitalism with state-capitalism.

The problem we face today is that the idea of socialism and
communism that was long advocated proved to be inadequate,
and no alternative vision that speaks to the aspirations of
masses of people has yet been developed to take its place.

Sohow dowebeginanew? Is there an alternative conception
of socialism that has been overlooked by the predominant
tendencies on the Left? These questions are directly addressed
by the philosophy of Marxist-Humanism, a tendency I have
been associated with for many years. It first emerged in the
1950s and 1960s, in the US, Latin America, Europe, and Africa,
as an effort to develop an alternative to both Social Democracy
and authoritarian statist socialism. It did so through a creative
return to and rereading of Marx’s work in light of the realities
of the post-Second World War age. Its founding figure in the
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US was Raya Dunayevskaya, with whom I worked closely
for many years. As part of opening up a discussion on our
respective political and theoretical interests, I would like here
to briefly convey how some of its ideas can contribute to the
effort to rethink the concept of socialism in light of the realities
of the 21 century.

First, it has long been claimed that capitalism is defined by
the existence of private property in the means of production
and socialism is defined by state or collective ownership
of property. To be sure, capitalism very much depends on
abolishing the property rights of the capitalist class. However,
this is a necessary but insufficient condition for creating a
socialist society. In his Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts
of 1844, Marx takes issue with “crude communists” for
presuming that the replacement of private with collective
property ensures the abolition of capitalism. The negation of
private property, he argues, is only a first, partial negation that
does not by itself get to the essential issue—the transformation
of conditions of labour. He refers to crude communism as
the “abstract negation of the entire world of culture and
civilization,”! in which alienated labour “is not done away
with, but extended to all men.”? It leads to a society, he states,
in which “the community [is] the universal capitalist.”®> A
“leveling-down proceeding from a preconceived minimum”
does not transcend capitalism, but reproduces it under a
different name. The fullest expression of this is that in such a
system “a woman becomes a piece of communal and common
property.”*

Marx’s statement that a fixation on changing property
forms at the expense of conditions of labour leads to positing
“the community [as] the universal capitalist”® is a remarkable
anticipation of the regimes that called themselves “socialist”
in the 20" century. Because he was a dialectical thinker who
traced out in his mind the ultimate logical consequence of any
political standpoint or theory, he was able to anticipate that
the class of individual capitalists can be elminated without
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abolishing capitalism itself. According to Marx, if alienated
conditions of life and labour remain intact, collective or state
property can serve as the vehicle of domination as much as
private property. And the most fundamental alienation of all,
he showed, was the alienation in the very activity of labouring.
An actual abolition of private property that frees workers from
the domination of capital is achieved, he held, by transforming
human relations—beginning with, but not limited to, the point
of production. Which is why he called the relation between the
sexes the “most fundamental” and the measure of how free a
society is. And freedom in any form cannot be achieved without
thoroughgoing democracy.

Marx underscores this in writing, ”Private property is
thus the product, the result, the necessary consequence of
alienated labour.”® It may seem he has it backwards: doesn’t
private ownership of the means of production cause workers
to become alienated from the product of their labour? His
point is that so long as workers are alienated from the activity
of labouring, an alien group or class must exist that forces
them to labour. As Dunayevskaya wrote in her first book,
Marxism and Freedom, “As long as there exists ‘power over
individuals,” private property must exist. To Marx, private
property is the power to dispose of the labour of others. That is
why he so adamantly insisted that to make ‘society’ the
owner, but to leave the alienated labour alone, is to create ‘an
abstract capitalist’...the abolition of private property means a
new way of life, a new social order only if ‘freely associated
individuals,” and not abstract ‘society, become the masters
of the socialized means of production.”” What Marx wrote
as a theoretical possibility in the 19 century, unfortunately,
became a reality in the 20" century.

Second, it has long been claimed that socialism is defined
by a planned economy, whereas capitalism is based on “the
anarchy of the market.” To be sure, capitalism is a chaotic
system in which the products of labour take on a life of their
own through the exchange of commodities, which subjects
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people to the lawless laws of the market. But is the abolition of
a “free market” and its replacement by a state plan sufficient
for abolishing the capitalist law of value? Dunayevskaya, who
developed the theory of Stalin’s Russia as a state-capitalist
society in the 1940s, was the first in the West to call attention to
the fact that Stalin revised the teaching of Marxian economics
by proclaiming (in 1943) that the law of value operated in the
Soviet Union. Before then all Marxists, whether friends or
foes of Stalin’s regime, held that the law of value and surplus
value operated only in “anarchic” free market capitalism. The
social relations introduced by Stalin’s rapid industrialization
under the Five Year Plans, the regime realized by 1943, could
only be explained by admitting that the capitalist law of value
continues to exist under “socialism”—albeit presumbly now
practised in the interests of the masses. This radical revision
of the Marxian notion of the law of value was of critical
importance, since it defined the understanding of “socialism”
among statists Marxists from then to this very day. As
Dunayevskaya wrote in her detailed expose of this in 1944,

There is incontrovertible evidence that there exists in Russia
at present a sharp class differentiation based upon a division
of function between the workers, on the one hand, and the
managers of industry, millionaire kolkhozniki, political leaders and
the intelligentsia in general, on the other. It is this that explains
certain tendencies that began to appear after the initiation of the
Five-Year Plans and have since become crystallized. The juridical
manifestation of this trend culminated in 1936 in the abolition
of the early Soviet constitution. The constitution that was
adopted in its place legalized the existence of the intelligentsia
as a special “group” in Soviet society. This distinction between
the intelligentsia and the mass of workers found its economic
expression in the formula: “From each according to his ability, to
each according to his labour.” This formula should be compared
with the traditional Marxist formula: “From each according
to his ability, to each according to his need.” “Each according
to his need” has always been considered a repudiation of the
law of value. The document, however, states that “distribution
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according to labour” is to be effected through the instrumentality
of money. This money is not script notes or some bookkeeping
term but money as the price expression of value. According to the
authors, “... the measure of labour and measure of consumption
in a socialist society can be calculated only on the basis of the
law of value.®

Clearly, neither the Soviet Union nor Mao’s China abolished
commodity exchange, abstract labour, profit, and production
for the sake of augmenting value (or wealth in monetary form).
In order to square theory with reality, the Stalinists admitted
that what had heretofore been considered the defining principle
of capitalism—the law of value and surplus—characterized
statist command economies as well. But if that is so, were the
so-called “socialist” states really fundamentally different from
capitalist ones—especially since “free market” capitalism has
learned how to plan, while Stalinist Russia that abolished the
free market had failed to overcome chaos. She wrote,

Yes, planning is essential to capitalism and has always
characterized the factory production and production relationship
for it is the wherewithal of extraction of the greatest amount of
surplus value. No, planning is not essential, chaos is, because
while within production there resides the tendency to go outside
the limits of production, class relations and existing values impose
a limit on it, which expresses itself in the anarchy of the market.
At the same time capitalism can never really plan because its
law of motion is impelled by reproduction according to socially
necessary labour time set by the world market, and thus even if
all conditions are met as to planning in factory, external planning
as to market, and labour paid at value, the incessant revolutions
in production of necessity mean the “development of productive
forces of labour at the expense of the already created productive
forces.”?

While it appeared that economic planning from above—and
hence statist control of society—was total in Stalin’s Russia,
this was actually not the case. The law of value signifies
that it is never the actual amount of labour time expended in
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producing a commodity that establishes its value; instead,
its value is determined by the average amount of time that
is socially necessary to produce it on the world market. Since
this average constantly shifts with technological innovations
that alter the productivity of labour, no plan from above—
not even a totalitarian one—can succeed in overcoming the
constant imbalances and disequilibrium associated with value
production. Totalitarian systems replace conflicts between
competitive firms in the “free market” by shifting them to a
higher level—to conflicts within the state bureaucracy (hence
Stalin’s constant purges and the endless feuds between the
Gaue in Hitler’s Germany).

Moreover, since Stalinist Russia retained universalized
commodity production and wage labour, it encountered the
same barrier as any “normal” capitalist society: an inability
to stifle the resistance of the human subject. In capitalism (as
Marx stressed) labour is not a commodity—it is an activity. The
commodity is labour power—the capacity of labour, which is
paid in the form of wages. Human relations in capitalism take
on the form of things, but they are not themselves things—if
they were, capital accumulation would be impossible, since
living labour is the only source of value. Dunayevskaya
therefore held that revolts within the Soviet empire were
inevitable—proven true with the East German Revolt of 1953,
the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 and, ultimately, the deep
social discontent that led to the collapse of the USSR in 1991.

State-command economies, she held, “may be able to
avoid the most extreme form of commercial crises, but even
within the community itself [they] cannot escape the internal
crisis of production... That is why Marx, throughout Capital,
insists that either you have the self-activity of the workers,
the plan of freely associated labour, or you have the hierarchic
structure of relations within the factory and the despotic plan
of capital. There is no in-between.”'

Third, this raises the question of the relation between
democracy and socialism. Is it possible for one to truly exist
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without the other? For statist and authoritarian Marxists,
democracy was a “cumbersome mechanism” that must be cast
aside in the transition to a new society (the term was used by
Lenin and Trotsky to justify their suppression of democracy
following the 1917 Bolsevik Revolution). Meanwhile, Social
Democrats who supported political democracy abandoned
the struggle for socialism in advocating Keynesian measures
of income redistribution within a capitalist framework. As a
result, neither succeeded in navigating a path out of capitalism.

Liberal democracy has obvious advantages over non-
democratic systems, but it suffers from a severe limitation:
the inability of legislation on the political or parliamentary
level to fundamentally transform the property, class, and
human relations of the capitalist mode of production. Capital,
as Marx never ceased to emphasize, is the all-dominating
force of modern society. Capital is self-expanding value, since
monetary capital is invested with the aim of securing a higher
return. If particular units of capital fail to achieve this, they
are deemed “unproductive” and are destroyed (through wars
or recessions and depressions). Capital is neither natural nor
transhistorical: it is dominant only in societies characterized
by a peculiar social form of labour—alienated labour.

What this suggests (at least to from a Marxist-Humanist
standpoint) is that while it appears on the surface that the
political state is the determining element in capitalism, it is
actually dependent on the social relations of civil society.
Democratic legislation can alter various aspects of capitalism,
but it cannot transform its fundamental nature so long as
the production and reproduction of social life is based on
alienated social relations. Where the latter prevails, human
relations take on the form of relations between things, and
capital assumes a life of its own, irrespective of human needs
and natural necessity.

The gains achieved by bourgeois or liberal democracy can
therefore only be maintained in the long run by extending
democracy to the economic sphere, which enables the populace
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to create freely associated conditions of life and labour. This
constitutes a move towards what the young Marx called “true
democracy.” The achievement of true democracy is what
enables socialism to first come into existence.

Fourth, socialismis often portrayed asa “fair” redistribution
of value by re-directing the surplus product from the owners
of capital to those who produce it—the working class. This is
completely understandable, given the urgent need to redress
the untenable social inequality that defines contemporary
society. However, such an approach focuses on the distribution
and consumption of value while failing to call into question
the social relations that are responsible for value production
(and hence the dominance of capital) in the first place. The
effort to effect a “fair” redistribution of surplus value implies
the continued existence of value production. And value
production implies the continued existence of alienated
labour—labour subjected to socially necessary labour time.
In a word, surplus value follows from value production—not
the other way around. The unequal distribution of property,
money, and material wealth that defines today’s capitalism
follows from the nature of value production. The inequities
that result from private ownership of the means of production
can be ameliorated through public pressure and governmental
legislation, but they are bound to become undermined once
they come into conflict with capital’s inexorable drive to
maintain its rate of profit. And this is exactly what we have
been living through with neoliberal economic austerity for the
last 30 years. A politics of redistribution should therefore never
be confused with socialism, whether achieved peacefully or
violently: it should be called what it is—an effort to reform
capitalism while maintaining the law of value and surplus
value.

Why is it important to critique conceptions of socialism
that have dominated leftwing discourse up to now? It is
because time is running out: capitalism is commodifying ever-
more sectors of everyday life to the point that it threatens to
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destroy the ecological basis of human civilization itself. We
cannot afford to endure one more failed revolution or halfway
house. While prior generations may have had the luxury of
putting off or delaying the task of properly envisioning a truly
free socialist society, we do not.

Moreover, the means that we employ in resisting and
fighting capitalism depends upon the nature of the goal we
are striving for. If the goal is simply to replace the domination
of the market by that of the state, there is no need to question
the relations of domination that we fall prey to in our everyday
lives. Capital is not just a “thing” that exists outside of us; it is
a social relation in which we are implicated. And at the heart of
this social relation is the division between mental and manual
labour, often expressed in the notion that the intellectuals do
the thinking, talking, and leading, while “the masses” do the
organizing, learning, and following. This separation between
workers and intellectuals, which has been taken for granted
by many who adopt the Leninist conception of a centralized
vanguard party, has done tremendous damage. It explains
why many have dropped away from radical organizations
and why socialism is in crisis.

It has long been assumed by many on the Left that Lenin’s
distinctive contribution to Marxism lies in his theory and
practice of organization. However, this is far from the truth.
Lenin by his own admission was not an original when it came
to matters of organization. As he states in innumerable places,
he simply adopted the concept of organization that defined
the Second International (most famously articulated by Karl
Kautsky) for Russian conditions. Neither the “vanguard
party” nor “democratic centralism” was Lenin’s invention;
both were staples of the Second International of which he was
the product. Lenin’s distinctive contribution to Marxism lies
not in his theory and practice of organization—which long
ago outlived its usefulness—but in his theory of imperialism,
support of the national liberation struggles of oppressed
minorities, and his direct return to Hegel in 1914, in which
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he declared, “It is impossible to understand Marx’s Capital
without knowing the whole of Hegel’s Science of Logic.”

Tragically, today’s so-called “Leninists” make a fetish of
his concept and practice of organization, even though it helped
lead, following the 1917 Russian Revolution, to a single-
party that constituted a new ruling class over the proletariat.
Now that we know that centralized, hierarchical, and elitist
concepts of organization pave the way for the recreation
of capitalism in statist forms, it is surely time to embrace a
radically different concept of organization that prevailed in
20% century Marxism.

Marxist-Humanists have never held or supported
the concept of the elitist “party to lead.” Yes, we need
organization—most of all to provide intellectual enlightenment
for the people, to provide the conceptual tools needed for
them to liberate themselves. But it is not, as Rosa Luxemburg
argued, about the party playing the schoolmaster to the
masses. Radical organizations most of all need to listen, to hear
new sentiments and demands that emanate from spontaneous
struggles, and consider how they speak to the overall project of
developing an alternative to capitalism. Decentralized forms
of organization, such as committees, cooperatives, soviets are
always more conducive for doing so.

This does not mean, however, that decentralized,
horizontal forms of organization—which are clearly preferred
by today’s activists in the feminist, youth, environmental, and
rank and file workers” movements—supplies the answer to the
problem of organization. For while the social consciousness
that springs from spontaneous struggles is of vital importance,
“The question of class-consciousness,” as Dunayevskaya wrote
in her 1981 study of Rosa Luxemburg, “does not exhaust the
question of cognition, of Marx’s philosophy of revolution.”™
A philosophy of revolution rooted in Marx’s Humanism is
needed in order to develop a viable alternative to capitalism
today. However, if it is assumed that the social consciousness
that arises from the self-activity of the masses does exhaust
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revolutionary cognition, it follows that a philosophy of
revolution that can give spontaneous revolts a direction
becomes completely superfluous. Much of the anti-Leninist
and anti-vanguardist left that has rightly rejected the elitist
concept of a “vanguard party” holds to this assumption, as seen
in the positions taken by autonomists, left communists, and
anarchists. This has resulted in an abdication of responsibility
on their part for providing spontaneous revolts with a vision
of the future that can point the way to a viable alternative
to capitalism. As Dunayevskaya cogently expressed it, “The
myriad crises in our age has shown, over and over again...
that without a philosophy of revolution activism spends itself
in mere anti-imperialism and anti-capitalism, without ever
revealing what it is for.”*?

It used to be said that first we need to figure out how to
make a revolution and only later decide what happens after the
revolution. Today the situation is reversed. Our conception of
the future is what informs the kind of struggles that we need
to be engaged in at the present. If socialism does not consist of
the redistribution of surplus value, but rather the abolition of
value production through the creation of non-alienated human
relations, it follows that issues of class cannot be prioritized
over those of gender, sexual identity, race, ethnicity or caste:
after, each one of these concern the quality and fabric of human
relations. Marx focused on the class struggle since it was the
major social force on the scene in his time; clearly, the working
class is not the sole force of revolt in our time. But even in his
time, Marx called his thought “a thoroughgoing naturalism
or humanism, that distinguishes itself from both idealism and
materialism, and is at the same time the truth uniting them
both.”** He did not mean by this a classless humanitarianism
that aims to make peace with existing society; on the contrary,
he defined genuine communism as a humanism that seeks to
free humanity from “all relations in which the human essence
manifests itself in an inhumane manner in opposition to
itself.”!*
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Marx’s followers largely overlooked this vision of

emancipation, but the realities of the past hundred years shows
we cannot afford to do so ourselves. I therefore look forward
to a fruitful discussion in which we can better understand
how to develop a viable emancipatory alternative to all forms
of capitalism, both in India and the US.
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