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Abstract

REINTERPRETING ROSA LUXEMBURG'S THEORY OF SOCIAL CHANGE:

CONSCIOUSNESS, ACTION, AND LEADERSHIP

by

Lorraine Cohen

Adviser: George Fischer

This dissertation has constructed a new reading of
the political writings the European Marxist intellectual and
leader Rosa Luxemburg. I emphasize a much less well known
dimension of her theorizing: her consistent emphasis
throughout her life and work on the primacy of the masses,
the oppressed themselves, as the decisive agents of social
change. This lifelong emphasis radically challenges the
dominant Marxist paradigm of her own time, a paradigm that
sees leaders, intellectuals, parties, trade union organiza-
tions as the indispensable central agents of social change.
In her view this reduced the masses to little more than
instruments of leaders in their struggle to acquire politi-
cal power.

In making this shift to the masses, I argue that
Luxemburg opens and develops an analysis of the subjective
dimension of social change, the importance of consciousness

and the capacity for action as necessary conditions of class

iv



struggle. Luxemburg strongly suggests that social change
begins from reflection of the oppressed themselves on their
own lived experience, their conditions of oppression, and
their struggles to change those conditions. I call this
dynamic a dialectic between objective and subjective
factors.

Out of her conception of this dynamic developmental
process she gives us a strong glimpse of a new type of
Marxist democratic-interactionist leader. This is a
leadership that is not based on domination and control but
on empowering the masses to act as.the agents of their own
liberation.

I suggest that Luxemburg is a little recognized
founder of what has come to be known as cultural Marxism.
Within this heterogeneous grouping I see her work as
anticipatory of a group of feminists who I call Cultural-
Marxist~-Feminists. In conclusion, Luxemburg's radical
transformation of the relationship between masses and
leaders strongly links her to the issues of contemporary

Marxist theorizing today.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION: ROSA LUXEMBURG AND A CONTEMPORARY

DEMOCRATIC CULTURAL MARXISM

This dissertation comes opt of a contemporary debate
within critical social theory on the problems and possi-
bilities of creating a democratic cultural Marxism. In the
context of this debate, I undertake in this work, a new
reading of some of the political writings of the important
European Marxist leader, Rosa Luxemburg (1878-1919). I
shall argue that this reading reveals dimensions of Luxem-
burg's theory that have not been seen by other interpreters
of her work and that these dimensions make her highly
relevant to the contemporary debate in general, and most
specifically to a cluster of ideas I call here Cultural-
Marxist-Feminism.

J. P. Nettl in his acclaimed biography of Rosa
Luxemburg suggests that Luxemburg was the potential
architect of an alternative Marxism.! By that he meant an
alternative to the dominant tradition of her time and ours,
the tradition of the Second International and Leninism.
This work attempts to elaborate and specify the truth of
that insight.



In this work I argue that Rosa Luxemburg makes an
important and largely unrecognized contribution to an
emerging democratic cultural Marxist theory of social
change. She develops a strong, powerful, criticism of the
prevailing Marxist tradition. Such a tradition, she
implies, has become much too instrumental and scientistic.
Despite a widely accepted discourse which speaks in the
language of class struggle, the masses, and democracy, she
argues that the assumptions and practices of the Marxism of
her time were undeniably elitist and hierarchical. Luxem-
burg as I interpret her writings in this work challenges at
its core the prevailing assumption of the major Marxist
leaders of her time. This assumption implicitly and
explicitly sees parties, leaders, intellectuals, and
centralized trade union and politicai organization as the
primary agents of social change. According to this view the
masses are little more than instruments, necessary condi-
tions for Marxist parties and leaders to acquire power.

Luxemburg shifts the focus in her analysis away from
the party and central leadership to the maéses themselves.
She insists that it is the masses who must become the
primary agents of socilal change. Broad democratic social
change from below--the class struggle--becomes for her more
than a rhetorical device useful to leaders. It is the only
conceivable means through which a genuine socialist trans-

formation can become a reality.



In making this shift away from leaders to masses
Luxemburg criticizes and opens up the prevailing assumptions
of most Marxist leaders of her time. They argue that an
analysis of the objective historical conditions, the economy
and the state are sufficient to explain the dynamics of
social change. While consistently asserting that these
conditions shape historical possibilities, she also insists
that this dimension alone is insufficient to understand
class struggle. She incorporates in her analysis a strong
suggestion of the subjective dimension of social change, the
role of consciousness, and a capacity for action which are
necessary developments in order to account for class
struggle. She implicitly asks and answers the question of
how it is possible to theorize about class struggle,
revolution, major structural transformation if the masses
are seen as only objects and victims of oppression. For her
they are much more: they are the life giving creative force
in history. They are the repository of a universal human
capacity for consciousness and a capacity for action."

Luxemburg's clear consistent strong emphasis on the
masses throughout her life and work I argue is her central
contribution to an emerging democratic cultural Marxist
theory of social change. She provides a clear strong
glimpse 6f how it becomes possible to theorize an alterna-
tive Marxism which begins out of the struggles and reflec-
tions of the oppressed themselves; a Marxism that looks at

change from the bottom up rather than the top down. Her



work constitutes nothing less than a reversal of the taken
for granted conception of the relationships between masses
and leaders.

Luxemburg has been read by many interpreters as a
classic type of Marxist political intellectual. She
achieved fame and recognition in her own time as a pas-
sionate and brilliant expositor of Marxist political
economy.? Social theorists in our own time have been
influenced by her efforts to extend Marx's analysis of the
dynamics of capital accumulation to the problem of modern
day colonialism and imperialism, and her unorthodox views on
national liberation movements.?® These readings of Luxemburg
have conceived of her as building'upon a language and
problematic in which the emphasis is consistently on the
primacy of objective historical conditions that shape the
possibilities of political action.?

In this work I argue that Luxemburg's attempt to
reinterpret and creatively apply Marx's critique of politi-
cal economy to the changing conditions of her own period is
an important dimension of her theoretical analysis. She
always sees the possibilities of social change as structured
and delimited by the existing set of historical conditions.
I contend, however, that interpretations which only see this
dimension of her analysis have missed what makes her truly
unique within the Marxist tradition.

I have deliberately focused my own reading on those

political writings which have attempted to redefine the



Marxist problematic. I elaborate Luxemburg's strong
criticism of the leading Marxist theorists of her own time,
including Eduard Bernstein, the chief expositor of the
reformist wing of the SPD, Karl Kautsky, the officially
sanctioned leading interpreter of Marxism within the SPD,
and V. I. Lenin, the recognized intellectual and political
theorist of the Bolsheviks in Russia. Her critique power-
fully suggests that she viewed any attempt to define the
possibilities of class struggle exclusively in terms of
objective historical conditions as one-sided and inadequate.
My reading of he: claims that she developed an analysis of
social change in terms of a mutually transforming dynamic
between the objective historical conditions of capitalism--
the state and political economy--and the subjective condi-
tions, the existing and potentially immanent consciousness
and capacity for action of the oppressed themselves.

By the subjective dimension I mean the insights thét
emerge out of the living, personally felt and experienced
struggles of people as they engage in the process of
political action. I claim in the present work, she brings
to life the previously slighted subjective dimension of
politics. She displays it as an ever present reality and
potentiality within movements and struggles for social
change. In so doing Luxemburg shows through her own
theorizing the possibility and the necessity of an alterna-
tive Marxism that recognizes the mutually transforming

dynamic, or dialectic between subjective and objective



forces. The claim that such a subjective-objective dialec-
tic lies at the heart of both Luxemburg and an emerging
democratic cultural Marxism informs my whole work.

I argue that Luxemburg was implicitly attempting to
break new ground. Often choosing to justify her departure
within the conventional terms of Marxist orthodoxy, i.e.,
paying homage to the primacy of objective historical
conditions and the great theorists and activists within the
tradition, she moves beyond it. Sometimes the move is
subtle, sometimes explosive. What she introduces through
her strong language, imagery and argument is the necessity
for Marxists to fecognize the significance of the interac-
tion between these two factors, objective and subjective to
understand and shape the possibilities of social changé.
This turn away from the conventional Marxism of her own time
points to an explanation as to why she has been treated with
great ambivalence within the orthodox tradition and has more
recently been claimed by feminists, and other heirs of the
New Left.>

In asserting that Luxemburg takes decisive steps to
put her outside of the accepted theoretical presuppositions
of the Second International, I see her as making an early
and important contribution to an alternative Marxist
tradition. This tradition over the last ten or fifteen
years has been referred to by various names. Perry Anderson

in his well known work calls it Western Marxism. Dick

Howard in an important collection of essays published in



1972 entitles his book The Unknown Dimension.® Others refer

to it as cultural Marxism.

Those theorists who have been included in this
tradition include such well known figures as Lukacs,
Gramsci, Sartre, and certain members of the Frankfurt School
such as Habermas and Marcuse. More recently within the
United States and Great Britain the work of E. P. Thompson
and raymond Williams has had an important impact in opening
up the dominant Marxist tradition to critical scrutiny.

Though broadly diverse and heterogeneous this group
of theorists is linked together by a common set of concerns.
First and foremost they reject the scientism and economism
that they argue has characterized the prevailing Marxist
tradition. They argue for the necessity of creating a
Marxist theory which incorporates a strong subjective
dimension. They are critical of the way in which the
prevailing tradition looks at subjectivity as a lesser
byproduct of changes in the material conditions. This group
of theorists asserts the necessity of a Marxist theory which
sees subjectivity, consciousness and culture as a relatively
autonomous and significant factor within a broader Marxist
theory of social change.

Several members of this broad heterogeneous group,
most importantly the Frankfurt School, have‘powerfully
raised the problem of domination and hierarchy as issues
with which a contemporary Marxism must come to terms. The

problems of bureaucratization, ossification, and new forms



of domination are important themes taken up by this alterna-
tive group.

Most important to fhe reinterpretation of Rosa
Luxemburg's writings that I develop in the present work are
the writings of a much less well known group of theorists
who I also place within this alternative Marxist or cultural
Marxist tradition. In order to distinguish this cluster of
ideas from the larger body of thought that also identifies
with Marxist-Feminism and Socialist-Feminism I am calling
the smaller cluster Cultural-Marxist-Feminist. In terms of
abstracting or generalizing on the plane of social theory,
so far the Cultural-Marxist Feminist cluster of ideas adds
up to what may be called an ethos, by which I mean a
distinctive way of approaching the understanding of social
and political reality. Yet in ways specified below that
present day ethos does make claims to becoming a source for
an alternative Marxist theory. The Cultural-Marxist-Femin-
ist ethos has at its root the belief that a Marxist theory
of social change and revolution must take into account and
incorporate the personalized subjective insights which come
out of the reflections of oppressed groups on their own
lived experience. I ground my reading of Rosa Luxemburg in
this emergent contemporary alternative to established
Marxism, the Marxism of soclal democracy and Leninism.

Within this work I have drawn most heavily upon the
writings of Shiela Robawtham, Nancy Hartsock, and Dorothy

Smith in constructing a conception of the Cultural-Marxist-



Feminist ethos. Several other Marxist-Feminist theorists
also clearly belong in this sub-grouping including the works
of Roslyn Bologh, Sara Ruddick, Celene Krauss, and Terry
Haywoode.

This Cultural-Marxist-Feminist ethos emerged out of
the reflections of a certain group of women active within
the Marxist left and the New Left of the late 60's and early
1970's on their historical experiences of that period.® A
small and often changing group of theorists now attempts‘to
lay the foundation for an alternative Marxist theory and
practice that builds upon these ideas. Several important
categories and concepts have received emphasis within this
body of work. Especially important here are the concept of
lived experience, the concept of empowerment, and the
concept of process. These concepts often remain elusive and
on the level of taken for granted assumptions within
Marxist-Feminist writings. I attempt to make these concepts
explicit as I appropriate them to reveal the subjective-ob-
jective dialectic as central to Luxemburg's theorizing.

The primary emphasis that I derive from Cultural-
Marxist-Femininsm in doing this new reading of Luxemburg's
political writings is the central importance of the
consciousness to the understanding of the dynamics of social
change. Cultural-Marxist-Feminists have done a great deal
of important theoretical work in looking at the process

through which ordinary women--women who have never defined
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themselves as politicai or become activists--have become
self-conscious of themselves as agents of change.

This emphasis on consciousness, change from below, I
see as a very important link between contemporary Cultural-
Marxist-Feminists and Luxemburg herself. Cultural-Marxist-
Feminists have developed an important vocabulary and set of
analytic concepts which illuminate this process. I draw
upon these concepts, the subjective reflection on objective
conditions of oppression, oppression as lived in day-to-day
life and experience, a sense of a dynamic non-linear
process, a recognition of oppression as internalized in
consciousness, and a new term for the liberation from this
kind of consciousness-empowerment, as important tools which
enable me to do this new reading of Luxemburg's work.

These feminist concepts, I argue illuminate aspects
of Luxemburg's work as a theorist and a political leader
that have remained submerged by other interpreters. I am
not arguing, however, that Luxemburg was a2 feminist in the
usual ways that we use that term today. Like Nancy Hart-
sock, I am suggesting that the feminist experience of the
late 1960's and early 1970's offers a specific approach to
theorizing which goes beyond the specific of womens'
oppression as a social and historic category.

At bottom, feminism is a mode of analysis, a method
of approaching life and politics, a way of asking
questions and searching for answers, rather than a

set of political conclusions about the oppression of
women. ?
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Luxemburg does stand out as a harbinger or
forerunner of an alternative Marxism that is both
contemporary and feminist. That link stands out in
Luxemburg's own alternative perspective on the class
struggle. Central to that perspective, as I read it here,
is her conception of ‘che masses as the ubiquitouslf decisive
primary force at each and every moment.l? She saw the
emergence of the masses themselves as the agent of radical
social transformation. To her that is by far the main
process of revolutionary change. Luxemburg's analysis of
the masses goes beyond any definition and conception of the
1eading.theorists and political leaders of her own historic
period. She argues against a view of the masses as objects
and instruments to be maneuvered by the leadership in order
to achieve state power. Leadership is an important factor
in the revolution, but no more than a necessary condition
for achieving power. The heart or essence of the revolution
is the process by which the masses become transformed into
active agents, subjects who themselves have become capable
of exercising power. This process which Cultural-Marxist-
Feminists today refer to as the process of empowerment,
Luxemburg analyzes within the traditional Marxist analytic
and historical framework of the class struggle.

This means that Luxemburg turns her attention as a
theorist to analyzing the process by which‘the masses become
transformed. In contrast to the leading Marxist leaders and

intellectuals of her time, she puts first emphasis on the
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transformation of oppressed subjects. She places the stress
on process defined in terms of movement from unself-
conscious to self-conscious actors, from oppressed to
liberated. Luxemburg's perspective resembles that of many
feminists, even without a stress on women.

Within Luxemburg's stress on subjectivity as well as
objectivity, her concept of class consciousness stands out.
Time and again she dwells on its importance for winning the
political struggle for hearts and minds. It is this
emphasis on the importance of consciousness which primarily
distinguishes her outlook from that of her colleagues. She
criticizes their highly instrumental conception of con-
sciousness as mere training, as the learning of technique or
discipline. She sees their conception of the masses as
endangering the possibilities of developing a genuinely
socialist movement from below.

Luxemburg's concept of consciousness brings to light
new moral and spiritual elements. Her concept is grounded
in a view of the masses as autonomous subjects with the
potential to become whole thinking, acting, and feeling
human beings. Luxemburg calls the process by means of which
the masses become conscious their awakening, rebirth, coming
to 1life. She sees the process of achieving. consciousness as
a collective struggle to break through the moral, intellec-
tual and spiritual bondage which keeps them passive and

fatalistic. Luxemburg displays an understanding of the
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meaning of class as it is lived in experience as a sense of
subordination, powerlessness, and hopelessness.

Luxemburg views as a long struggle the process by
which the working class becomes aware of itself as an
historical subject. As Luxemburg analyzes it, this journey
does not proceed in a straight linear fashion but through a
developmental process which is grounded in the historical or
objective contradictions of capitalism. In this way a
growing class consciousness is integrally part of the
subjective-objective dynamics of class struggle. In turn,
Luxemburg's particular dialectic of class struggle brings
her close to the Cultural-Marxist~-Feminism of our own time,
and the work of others in this alternative tradition.

In the long journey of revolution there are moments
of intense activity and deeper insight into the nature of
society and the meaning of oppression. Similarly, the pro-
cess has 1ts darker side, its moments of despair and great
moral confusion. It is characterized by intense periods of
rapid change and quieter periods of integration and reflec-
tion. Objective historical circumstances both structure and
set limits on its development, but the process has a dynamic
autonomous life of its own which can set in motion and open
up possibilities that were not anticipated. Here the
concept of class consciousness stands for a highly experi-
ential subjective process. As such the concept is unique
within Marxism. It constitutes the .cornerstone of Luxem-

burg's new integration of subjective and objective forces.
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The underlying principle of Luxemburg's subjective-
objective synthesis is her view of the masses as having
infinite potential. Her faith in their potential is the
source of her own hope and positive outlook in contrast to
the more pessimistic, instrumental, and conservative outlook
of the other leaders. This faith is grounded in a belief
that people have the capacity to learn and develop through
their own experience. For this reason she views the
autonomous self-determined activity of the masses as crucial
for their development. It is through the process of trial
and error and experimentation that they come to see the
truth about the society in which they live. They become
aware of their strengths and shortcomings, their historic
links to past struggles and potential new allies. This
self-transformation from passive victims to conscious aware
fighters is forged through the experiential catalyst of
class struggle.

The belief that the experience of the class struggle
is the primary way in which people form new bonds of
solidarity and become conscious of existing ones gives
Luxemburg a different way of looking at centralized politi-
cal leadership, the role of political intellectuals, and
formal organization. These elements, though important, play
a much more circumscribed or secondary role than in the
perspective articulated by the leading Marxist leaders and
intellectuals 6f her time. If leaders are to successfully

contribute to the struggle, they must see themselves as
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secondary to an overall process of empowering the masses.
Like Luxemburg's view of the masses, this view of leadership
was new and unique within Marxism.

Luxemburg's priority for the subjective development
of the working class provides her with a different way of
looking at questions of strategy and tactics and in evalu-
ating the successes or failures of action. Victories and
defeats cannot be mainly looked at in instrumental quantita-
tive terms as to what has been won or lost. They must be
looked at through the broader framework that recognizes the
ways in which the masses have learned or become transformed
by their experiences. This way of seeing provides a new
starting point and allows for hope even moments of apparent
and real defeat. Once again Luxemburg's perspective places
as high a value on the ongoing process as the final outcome.

A great deal of Luxemburg's overall contribution,
all through this work, took the form of a critique of the
other Marxist leaders..of her own time. Her critique. reveals
their commitment to a reading of Marx that we would today
call positivist or scientistic. She argues against a
conception of objectivity in which the determination of what
are the "facts" is taken for granted uncritically in which
those "facts" are divorced from a self-conscious process of
reflection on the assumptions which make them appear as
unquestionable authoritative realities. Such a positivist
view of Marxism allows these leaders to sustain an illusory

view of themselves as science-guided practitioners who have
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the power to control the historic process as well as the
masses.

Luxemburg criticizes these leaders' failure to
recognize the limits of the;r own power. She argues that
any attempt to enforce the doﬁination and control of the
leadership over the masses is self-defeating: the dynamics
of the historic process do not fit neatly into the inductive
chain of external cause and effect espoused by the leader-
ship.

Luxemburg argues that what we now call positivist or
scientistic Marxism is in the final analysis destrqctive of
historical possibilitiés. It undermines the dynamic
creative possibilities inherent in the thought and activity
of the masses themselves. Luxemburg affirms her belief in a
more dialectical Marxism. Such an alternative Marxism does
not neglect or deny objective historical consfraints but
still leaves room for subjective interpretation, conscious
action, and choice. It is this conception of political
leadership for which objective historical conditions is not
a sufficient explanation but an internal condition of action
that brings her into conflict with the major leaders of her
own time: Eduard Bernstein, Karl Kautsky, and Vliadimir
Lenin. Their arbitrary use of the concept of objectivity,
or science, obscures the role of subjective choice and
action. It hides their underlying values which allow them
to see only a given set of options, as necessary or real-

izable.
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Cultural-Marxist-Feminists speak of a kind of
masculine leadership. They have in mind just what Luxemburg
cr%ticized, the divorce of objectivity from subjectivity.

In this type of leadership the reality of relationships of
domination and subordination are hidden behind the legiti-
macy of the claims of logic and science, necessity, and
univérsality. These assumptions produce a style of leader-
ship that is coldly calculating, distant and detached.

Luxemburg's critique of the arrogance, elitism, and
the egocentrism of her male comrades, their emotional and
psychological distance from the masses, takes on a much more
significant meaning in light of the current Cultural-
Marxist-Feminist critique. Though Luxemburg does not use
the language of "male" and "feminist," her critique of the
leadership of her own time gives further substance and
clarity, and adds a historical dimension, to the current
analysis of Cultural-Marxist-Feminism. Luxemburg's critique
points to a type of leadership that is. attempting to
maintain control rather than foster the masses' transfor-
mation of themselves and the world. Throughout her analysis
she raises the issue of the contradiction between a Marxism
that is in principle committed to radical change and the
day-to-day practice of the leadership that sustain relation-
ships of hierarchy, domination, and control.

Luxemburg's alternative perspective becomes very
visible when she speaks of political leadership. She goes

further than any Marxist in her own time and perhaps ours in
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attempting to develop a theory of political leadership that
is consistent with her commitment to the process of the
creation and self-creation of the masses. As both theorist
and pdlitical leader she breaks new ground. She provides a
strong glimpse of a model of the Marxist political leader
and political intellectual that has not been theoriﬁed
either in the dominant Marxzist tradition or even within the
new emerging democratic cultural Marxism.

Like her theorizing on the masses, this theory of
leadership is one of her great contributions to a new
Marxist dialectic between objective and subjective condi-
tions. Luxemburg's way of theorizing about leaders as well
as masses anticipates a new model inherent in the emerging
Cultural-Marxist-Feminist perspective. This double model
juxtaposes traditional male leadership to an alternative
kind, close to present-day feminism. As against the male
part of such a double model, the alfernative or feminist
1eader keeps foremost lived experience, ongoing process, and
the importance of empowerment. Luxemburg herself did not
theorize this alternative model adequately. But the new
double model strongly suggests itself as I analyze her
theorizing here in the context of an alternative contempo-
rary Marxism.

Luxemburg's faith in the masses is the ground for
her conception of a new kind of leadership and a new type of
Marxist political party. Such a party must build upon the

lessons and insights that come out of the struggle itself.
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This type of party would be much more democratic and
attentive to internal processes and relationships. Cul-
tural-Marxist-Feminism and other theorists and activists who
were shaped by the New Left, have gone much further than
Luxemburg in exploring the importance of democracy,
participation, and openness as principles for political
organizing and organization. Luxemburg does not go this
far. Though she restricts the role of formal theory,
political intellectuals and leaders, she still gives them a
greater role than would be acceptable to contemporary
Marxist-Feminists and others who emerged out of the radi-
cally democratic New Left of the 1960's. She, however, goes
much further than any of her colleagues in laying the
groundwork for a much more democratic and egalitarian
Marxist movements in which leaders and intellectuals are
accountable to the masses and share their gifts in ways that
are empowering rather than diminishing.

Technically, the reading of Luxemburg offered here
is helped by the recent publication in English of many
important works by and on Rosa Luxemburg. Within the last
fifteen years Peter Nettl's major two volume biography was
published. Most recently a new biography by Elzbieta
Ettinger has been published.!! At the same time, Paul
Frolich's older biography was translated and published in
the United States. Most of her major speeches and writings
have also been translated in the United States and England.

Several volumes of her letters have recently been published,
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as well as a few recent secondary works. In addition,
within the United States there has been a renewed interest
in Luxemburg both by thinkers associated with the New Left
and the contemporary feminist movement.!?

The reader should note that I have chosen certain
selected texts of Luxemburg to document a new reading. They
by no means encompass all her theorizing. I do not, for
example, attempt to analyze the economic writings for which
she has been best known. Nor do I look at her writings on
the national question. These works are very important and
their contents could be used as a basis for another reading
and image of Luxemburg as a theorist or leader. The
rationale for my selectiveness is that I am not attempting
to give an overall portrait of Luxemburg. I am reading her
in 1ight of very specific aims and a specific context: her
contribution to the development of an-alternative
contemporary Marxism.

For the purposes of clarifying what I have argued
are central differences between Luxemburg's approach to
radical social change and that of the dominant tradition in
both her time and ours I have treated her work theoretically
or analytically, rather than biographically or chronologi-
cally. In my reading however there is a chronological and
historical dimension.

Luxemburg lived during a time of enormous political
fermentation and promise on the European left. She wit-

nessed and participated in the growth of the largest Marxist
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party in the world, the German Social Democratic Party, with
its massive trade union membership and auxiliary cultural,
women's, and youth organizations. In addition other
socialist, anarchist, and explicitly Marxist groups flour-
ished. Links between many of these groups existed under the
umbrella of the Second International. Very important for
the entire left of that period was the emerging revolution-
ary movement in Russia. Vying for the leadership of that
movement was Lenin and his Bolshevik Party. Only narrowly
less important were the pecgliar revolutionary pains and
problems of her native Poland, not least the Jewish Bund.
Luxembufg had ties and an interest in all of these develop-
ments.13

In line with my focus on Luxemburg's theorizing on
masses and leaders as against economics or nationaiism, I
chose political writings that cluster around two major
historical periods. The first period is from 1903 to 1907.
During this period Luxemburg wrote two major relevant works,

The Mass Strike, the Political Party, and the Trade Unions

came out in 1907. The second work is Organizational

Questions of Russian Democracy, written in 1903. The

pamphlet on Lenin though on a different and very particular
question (the role of centralized organization in a develop-
ing social movement) touches on many of the same themes as

The Mass Strike and brings out well emerging theoretical

differences between Luxemburg's perspective and the Bol-

shevik leadership. These two works provide the basis for my
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argument that Luxemburg was constructing an alter- native
perspective that move beyond the dominant Marxist paradigm
of her period.

The second period in Luxemburg's theorizing on which
my work clusters is the period from 1914 until she was
murdered in 1919. This period has been seen by many
historians and analysts as a turning point in the history of
the European left. During this period of war crisis and
revolution, Luxemburg deepened her objective-subjective
synthesis and especially her analysis of the subjective
development of the masses. At the same time she created a
more fully developed theory of ieadership. This more
coﬁprehensive view of the problem of political leadership
came in response to the major events ocutlined above. I hold
that the events of the Russian Revolution of 1917 evoked the
most developed formulation of her new synthesis within
Marxism. I devote an enlarged sixth chapter to this later
period (1914-1917) and the first five chapters to the
earlier oné (1903-1907).

Conclusion

This introductory chapter has stressed that Luxem-
burg makes an important and largely unrecognized contribu-
tion to an alternative Marxist tradition. Her contribution
is to show how major‘social change emerges primarily out of
the struggles and reflections of the oppressed themselves,
as opposed to a view that attributes primacy to leaders,

parties, intellectuals, and organizations. She creates a
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strong glimpse of a broadly democratic Marxist theory of
social change. This theory has at its heart a dialectical
conception of social change in which subjective factors,
conscilousness and action, are in a continuous mutually |
dynamic and transforming interaction with objective factors,
capital and the state. From this conception of social
change emerges a new vision of political leadership. This
new view of social change has been aided by the lens of a
new contemporary group of feminist theorists that I have
called Cultural-Marxist-Feminists. In the conclusion I will
specify Luxemburg's theoretical contribution to those who
are attempting to create a democratic cultural Ms:xist
theory for our time. There I will deal more fully with the
interplay between subjective and objective forces and

between Marxism and Cultural-Marxist-Feminism.
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CHAPTER TWO

LUXEMBURG'S CRITIQUE OF A TYPE OF

INSTRUMENTAL LEADERSHIP

In this chapter I begin to elaborate and specify
Luxemburg's critique of a type of Marxist leadership of her
time, which strongly parallels Cultural-Marxist-Feminism's
criticisms of a type of masculine leadership. Luxemburg
begins to develop a critique of a type of leadership which
refuses to recognize the primacy of the masses, and sees
themselves as the indispensable agents of social change. I
display this critique through my interpretation of Luxem-

burg's famous and important pamphlet, The Mass Strike, the

Political Party and the Trade Unions, written in 1906.

Luxemburg begins to locate the sourcés of their
elitism in the scientistic views of the German party and
trade union leaders. She does this through an interesting
and ironic double critique of the anarchists, who were
historically most closely identified with the conception of
a mass strike or general strike, and the prévailing German
leadership. Through this double critique she shows the
limitations and unintended similarities of both these points
of view in terms of comprehending the Russian mass strikes

of 1905.

26
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Luxemburg suggests through her critigque of these
leaders that they attempt to distance themselves from the
mass strikes and the historical possibilities embodied in it
by calling it "an anarchist" phenomenon. Luxemburg simul-
taneously attempts to retrieve what she acknowledges as tﬁe
positive powerful emphasis of the anarchists on direct mass
action, struggle from below, and the importance of ideals,
consciousness and awareness to the process of social change.
At the same time she retains her Marxist criticism of the
anarchists. They do not acknowledge or understand that
consciousness does not'drop from the sky. It too is a
product of development through mass struggle and action.
Whereas the anarchists reject the current mass strikes in
Russia because they see them as merely reformist, she argues
that these "reformist struggles" carry within them the
revolutionary possibilities.

At the same time Luxemburg rejects the social-
democratic leaders' efforts to contain the mass strikes
within a reformist framework. Ironically, like the anar-
chists, they too retain a voluntaristic conception of
history. Through their claims to knowledge about the laws
of social development they believe that they can master
these laws to achieve their aims. Here Lukemburg decisively
distinguishes between her conception of objéctive historical
conditions as rooted in the contradictions between labor and
capital and the view of the German leaders that objective

conditions are knowable, calculable and controllable. Both
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the anarchists and the German leaders maintain a one-sided
view of change. Neither takes into account she suggests the
dynamic interaction between the objective historical
conditions--the dynamics of the pfocess of capitalist
exploitation, and the policies of the state, and the
changing consciousness and awareness of tﬁe masses. Neither
sees social change as a developmental process.

A cursory reading of this text might lead the reader
to view these early pages as reflecting a more orfhodox
Luxemburg. Her emphasis, like that of the Marxist leader-
ship of her time, is on the importance of the analysis of
objective conditions as the primary conceptual apparatus
necessary for theorizing about social change. She appears
more orthodox also because she is so critical of the
anarchists. Also she develops her argument within a
traditional debate around the question of reformism versus
revolutign. She also emphasizes the role of leadership.

Yet my reading of her in this chapter will bring out how her
alternative perspective emerges through her double critique-
-a critique both of overly subjective anarchists and of the
objectivistic male leadership.

An important point that begins to emerge in this

first section of Mass Strike is an alternative concept of

leadership. Unlike both the anarchists of her time and
certain strands within the New Left and feminism within
ours, Luxemburg affirms the importance of leadership as an

essential aspect of the struggle. She does not however see
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leadership as the primary element, unlike her counterparts,
however, for leadership to be effective it must work within
the ffamework of what I call an objective-subjective
dialectic.

Historically, the mass strikes that had erupted in
Russia in 1905 and 1906 were the backdrop for Luxemburg's
polemic against the German leadership. These strikes
triggered intense debates within the sécialist and Marxist
parties in the West. For the German Social Democratic
Party, the SPD, the issues raised turned out to be of great
importance and divisiveness: the debate about the mass
strike became a central agenda item for both the yearly
trade union and party congress in 1905. The trade union
congress which took place at Cologne took a strong position
condemning the mass strike. The Jena Congress of the party
took a more moderate position. But it did no more than
accept the mass strike as a tactical weapon under certain
specified circumstances.

Luxemburg, on the other hand, voices enthusiasm for
the mass strikes. Her.sense that they embodied the form of
revolution for the West as well as the East represented a
major turning point in the development of her own political
perspectiﬁe and in her relationships to all leaders. A
newcomer of Polish and Jewish origin in the 1880's, she was
strongly allied with the central leadership of the SPD, who
saw fhemselves in opposition to the growing reformist wing

within the trade union and the party. She was well known as
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one of the main afchitects of the party's theoretical'
defense against revisionism and in favor of the traditional
conception of the party as committed to a revolutionary
perspective. In 1898 she wrote her classic work in defense

of this position, Social Reform and Revolution.

A decade later, however, Duxemburg's favorable view
of the mass strike increasingly isolated her from the
central leadership of the German party. While still
retaining her personal friendship and political alliance
with some of the major party intellectuals, notably Karl
Kautsky, she now found herself in less and less agreement
with most leaders. This trend of increasing conflict that

accounts for The Mass Strike continued throughout the

remainder of her active involvement with the SPD, onto Worild
War I.

Luxemburg does not begin by directly expressing her
alternative theoretical perspective in opposition to the
perspective of the German Marxist leaders. ﬁer perspective
emerges gradually. It comes out more strdhgly in each

succeeding section of The Mass Strike, reaching its fullest

explication in her terminal analysis of the larger mass
strikes in 1905. She rests her own interpretation on her
reading of Marx and Engels of their criticism of the
anarchist view of the general strike. The difference
between her reading of Marx and that of the SPD leadership
becomes the basis for her critique of what she treats as

their instrumental, scientistic perspective on change.
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It should not be surprising that she would base her
own analysis on the authority of Marx and Engels. The
SPD defined itself as the most important party in the West,
not only numerically but because it was the bearer of the
classical tradition. What becomes interesting and important
from the point of view of this reading, however,»is her use
of Marx in contrast to the way in which he is used by the
male leadership. She argues that they invoke Marx's and
Engels' writings without critically examining the uﬁderlying
assumptions and methods that govern their approach. She
argues for a reading of Marx that extracts the method and
applies.that method in a creative way to look at the much
changed historical experience of one's own time.

The main point that Luxemburg derives from her
reading of the debate between the anarchists of the mid-
nineteenth century and Engels is that Engels argued against
the general strike not because he did not believe in
spontaneous mass movements, but because he believed in the
necessity of a diéiectical and historical conception of the
revolutionary process. She argues that Engels took issue
with the anarchists because he did not believe in revolution
as a single cataclysmic event. She contrasts this reading
of Engels with those by German male leaders who argue that
Engels' emphasis on the "day to day struggle" was strong
evidence of his hostility to direct mass action.

Luxemburg begins to develop her reading of Engels'

criticisms of the anarchists by suggesting that his emphasis
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on the day to day struggle does not mean that he opposed the
emergence of such spontaneocus mass actions as the mass
strikes taking place in Russia. She disﬁinguishes between
Engels' criticism of a view of revolution as a single action
which will bring down the regime and a view of revolution as
built upon a historical foundation in which the objective
conditions are created by the continued ongoing struggle of
the masses. This begins to suggest what Luxemburg means by
"objectivity" and a "dialectical" theory of change.

It [Engels' criticism] is based on the anarchist

theory of the general strike--that is, the theory of

the general strike as a means of inaugurating the

social revolution, in contradistinction to the daily

political struggle of the working class--...}

For Luxemburg the important distinction is not, as

it is for the SPD leadership, the importance of choosing

between reform and revolution. Engels' quarrel witﬂ the

anarchists is that they saw the general strike as a single
act which could of itself be the "means of inaugurating the
social revolution." Luxemburg implies that Engels' emphasis
on the "day to day struggle," was his way of talking about
the ever dialectical and objectively grounded interrelation-
ship between the struggle for rgform and revolution.
Luxemburg indirectly accuses the leadership of
attempting to suppress the question of revolution from the
dialogue taking place on the mass strike. whatever the
limitations of the anarchist vision of revolution, its
strengths 1ay‘in precisely its concern with revolution and

direct action. These ideas, though inadequately theorized
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by the anarchists, do have an "inherent strength" which waé
bound to reemerge once the masses returned to the center of
the historical stage. The leadership, she argues, has
mistakenly thought it had succeeded in killing off the
anarchist threat with the superiority of its theory and the
institutionalization of its practice. 1In line with its
reading of Engels, parliamentary activity has become its
major strategy for.achieving socialism.

A tendency patterned entirely upon the "first blow"

and "direct action," a tendency "revolutionary" in

the most naked pitchfork sense, can only temporarily

languish in the calm of the parliamentarian day and,

on a return of the period of direct open struggle,

can come to life again and unfold its inherent

strength.?

At the same time Luxemburg sees here the limitations
of the anarchist view of revolution. She makes this clear
through her disparaging use of such images as the "first
blow," and revolutionary "in tﬁe most naked pitchfork
sense." Here she is criticizing the anarchist's overly
simplistic view of revoiution and their worship of violence
as both necessary and sufficient for achieving their aims.
However, she is also arguing that the underlying reality
which nourishes the anarchist vision does make sense, the
importance of the "direct open struggle." The importance of
the direct action of the masses can not arbitrarily be wiped
off the agenda for discussion.

Rather than face its own fears and ambivalences

about direct mass action, the party leadership rests

comfortably on its claims to being the "true" interpreters
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of Marx's theory of historical materialism. The anarchist
view of revolution resting as it does on the power of
consciousness alone allows the German party and trade union
leadership to see itself as representing the Marxist
commitment to historical materialism. They see themselves
she implies as being the hard-headed realists; the only
significant political force which takes into account
historical limits.

The opponents of the mass strike do indeed claim for

themselves the merit of taking into consideration

the historical groundwork and the material condi-

tions of the present situation in Germany in

opposition to the "revolutionary romanticists" who

hover in the air, and do not at any point reckon

with the hard realities and the possibilities and

impossibilities.?

The SPD leadership has now claimed its turf. 1In
claiming for itself the grounds of "scientific thinking," it
has also found the basis for opposing those in its own
party, such as Luxemburg or others who see the mass strike
as a powerful weapon of working class struggle. Like the
anarchists of old, these "romantics" do not base their own
views on a supposedly realistic assessment of what is
possible.

Luxemburg refuses to accept the dichotomous re-
lationship that the leadership has set up between revolution
and reform. Shé strongly hints in her descriptions of the
actual developments in Russia that these phenomena are
inextricably interconnected.

On the other hand, the mass strike in Russia has

been realized not as a means of evading the politi-
cal struggle of the working class, and especially of
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parliamentarianism, not as a means of jumping
suddenly into the social revolution by means of a
theatrical coup, but as a means firstly, of creating
for the proletariat the conditions of the daily
political struggle and especially of parliament-
arianism.?

Luxemburg's description of the mass strikes. that are
taking place in Russia provide us with a glimpse of the
dialectic between objective and subjective factors in the
struggle. The masses are creating through their activity
the objective historical conditions, parliamentary rule,
which becomes the framework for their own continued struggle
to achieve a social revolution. They are not like the
anarchists; they are not treating the mass strikes as a
"theatrical coup," as the single blow that will produce
revolution. Here she is implicitly recognizing a level of
political maturity and consciousness by the masses. They
are creating the conditions for their ongoing struggle. 1In
this conception of revolution, reform is not an end in
itself but an aspect of a more total struggle.

Luxemburg further attacks the false distinction that
the male leadership has constructed between objective and
subjective factors by arbitrarily separating the process of
reform from that of revolution. She argues that the
mutually transforming interaction between those factors is
the essence of Marx and Engels' critique of the anarchists.

The revolutionary struggle in Russia, in which the
mass strikes are the most important weapon is, by
the working people, and above all by the prole-
tariat, conducted for those political rights and
conditions whose necessity and importance in the

struggle for the emancipation of the working class
Marx and Engels first pointed out, and in opposition
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to anarchism fought with all their might in the
international.®

The subjective factor in the struggle is the
implicit consciousness and awareness of the "working people
and above all the proletariat." They have recognized out of
their own struggle the need to create a parliamentary form
of government which guarantees certain democratic rights.
This is not yet the "socialist revolution," the struggle
does not immediately lead to the socialization of the means
of production or the transformation of the czarist central-
ized state into a socialized form of government. This
struggle for reforms however is a "revolutionary struggle,"
as she suggests in the first line of the quote. It is not
first or primarily a struggle to achieve reforms as an end
in itself but a critical first step in laying the objective
historical conditions that will provide the social and
political framework for "the struggle for emancipation."

Reform and revolution are aspects of the dialectical
interaction between subjective and objective forces of the
struggle. This éonception of change which is obliquely
suggested here is fully elaborated in later parts of the
text. Here however she is attempting to lay to rest the
theoretical justification for the leadership's exclusive
preoccupation with reformist activity.

Luxemburg takes this criticism of the SPD leadership
one step further. She insists that the essence of Marxism
is not in slavishly repeating Marx's specific position on

any particular question, but in consciously and creatively
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applying his method to the analysis of current conditions.
Thus she reveals another dimension to her critique of a
scientistic reading of Marx. Her criticism strongly implies
that the leadership has turned Marxism from a living theory
which can interpret new conditions as they emerge to a
catechism of specific positions which are invoked as the
need arises. |

Thus has historical dialectics, the rock on which

the whole teaching of Marxian socialism rests,

brought it about that today anarchism, with which

the idea of the mass strike is indissolubly as-

sociated, has itself come to be opposed to the mass

strike in practice; while on the contrary, the mass

strike which, as the opposite of the political

activity of the proletariat, was combatted appears

today as the most powerful weapon of the struggle

for political rights.®

The rock of Marx's teaching is "historical dialec-
tics." This remains the edifice through which to look at
change. This edifice remains intact despite the change in
objective historical conditions. Now, it is the anarchists
who are marginal because they do not see the significance of
the day-to-day struggle. Those who call themselves Marxist
must see that the Russian mass strike fits precisely into
the conception of change argued by Marx and Engels. It is a
reformist struggle with revolutionary possibilities.
Luxemburg brings this point home with much irony.

If Marxists now accept the mass strike and support it, this
is because only they have a methodological approach which
can recognize and interpret the changing objective histori-

cal circumstances which demand a rethinking of their former

position. Though these Marxists may appear to be
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"inconsistent," their actions must be séén as coming.ouf of
their most principled commitment to their perspective.
1f, therefore, the Russian Revolution makes impera-
tive a fundamental revision of the old standpoint of
Marxism on the question of the mass strike, it is
once again Marxism whose general methods and points
of view have thereby in a new form, carried off the
prize. The Moor's believed can die only by the hand
of the Moor.’ ’

Only Othello, "the Moor," has the right to kill
Desdemona, "his beloved." Only Othello who has given fully
of his love to Desdemona can now decide to kill her out of
his overwhelming but apparently betrayed love. Only the
Marxist thinker who is committed to the necessify of looking
at history as an unfolding dialectical process of trans-
formation can with good conscience change his or her
position. This change is not arbitrary but comes out of a
consistent application of the original methodological
approach of Marx.

Luxemburg refuses to give up the ground that these
leaders claim for themselves, the ground of historical
objectivity. She challenges their claim that they are the
true bearers of Marx's theory of historical materialism, and
as a corollary, their claim of "objectivity." . She attempts
to show that, despite the German party leaders' image of
themselves as the opposite of the anarchists, they share
many of the same underlying assumptions.

The apparent polar opposites do not mutually exclude

each other but, as always condition, and at the same
time supplement each other.®
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Neither the overly subjective view of the historical
process espoused by the anarchists nor the false conception
of historical materialism espoused by the SPD leaders
constitute én adequate theoretical perspective to understénd
the mass strike. Both of these represent the other side of
the same coin, a one dimensional view of the process of
change.

Luxemburg similarly compares the anarchists to the
German leaders for not recognizing historical circumstances
and conditions of the mass struggle that generate revolu-
tion.

For the anarchist mode of thought is direct specula-
tion on the "great Kladderadatsch," on the social
revolution merely as an external and inessential
characteristic. According to it, what is essential
is the whole abstract, unhistorical view of the mass

strike and the conditions of the proletarian
struggle generally.®

Having become so focused on the "big uprising," the
anarchists simply do not recogni?e the relationship between
the struggles for reform and the revolution. They see the
revolution as standing outside or external to these earlier
struggles. The revolution is finally an "inessential
characteristic." Once again Luxemburg is arguing for the
necessity of seeing revolution as immanent within the
struggle for reform. Luxemburg argues that similarly the
leadership of the SPD does not recognize this relationship
and the conditions of working class struggle.

Luxemburg takes this criticism further by pointing

out that like anarchists the SPD leadership is now calling
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for the masses to be exclusively concerned with the narrow
goals of the trade union struggle.
The same mode of reasoning recently gave the result
that the trade-union struggle was the only real
"direct action of the masses" which as is well
known, is the latest notion of the French and
Italian "syndicalists."1©
Adopting the rhetoric of revolution, the emphasis on
"direct action," the male leadership attempts to channel the
masses into reformist trade union activity. This is no
different than the policies of the French syndicalists who
were at the time heirs to the anarchist tradition.
At some length Luxemburg agrees with the prevailing
Marxist criticism of the anarchists, that their view of
revolution is in fact romantic. They do not take into
account existing historical possibilities and limitations;
they place their faith in the sufficiency of good intentions
and hopes.
For the anarchists there exist only two things as
material suppositions of his "revolutionary"
speculations--first imagination and second goodwill
and courage to rescue humanity from the existing
capitalist veil of tears. This fanciful mode of
reasoning sixty years ago gave the result that the
mass strike was the shortest surest and easiest
means of springing into the better social future.l?!
Luxemburg's choice of imagery sets up the contrast
in which she brings out the strengths of Marxism and the
weakness of anarchism. The one is based on fantasy
imagination, pure speculation, good will. Its adherents
project revolution in their minds without having to take
account of the existing historical possibilities. This pure

romanticism has gotten them into plenty of difficulty.
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Without having taken into account the constraints imposed by
objective historical conditions, they sometimes unintention-
ally helped the reaction.

The fatal thing for anarchism has always been that

the methods of struggle improvised in the air were

not only a reckoning without their host, that is,

they were purely utopian, but that they, while not

reckoning with the despised evil reality, unex-

pectedly became in this evil reality, practical

helps to the reaction, where previously they had

been, for the most part, revolutionary specula-

tions.1?

This strong, though ironic, criticism once again
affirms Luxemburg's belief that it is essential that would-
be revolutionaries take into account objective historical
conditions in making their judgments. Despite the ap-
pearance of innocence and good will on the part of the
anarchists, their refusal to consider these factors can have
extremely dangerous consequences. In not taking into
account historical limits as well as possibilities the
anarchists do not anticipate the power of the repressive
apparatus.

She argues, however, that the male leadership is
similarly infused with fantasy and illusion about its role
in the revolutionary struggle. It too thinks it can set
into motion at will the mass strike through the exercise of
its power, or through a similar exercise of will prevent
it. This is a leadership that imagines itself to have total
mastery and control over the masses and the conditions of

struggle.

On the same ground of abstract, unhistorical methods
of observation stand those today who would, in the
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mannexr of a board of directors, put the mass strike
in Germany on the calendar on an appointed day, and
those, who, 1like the participants in the trade union
congress at Cologne, would by a prohibition of
"propaganda" eliminate the problem of the mass
strike from the face of the earth.!?

The image of the "board of directors" is striking.
These would-be socialist leaders see themselves in the same

relationship to the masses as the board of directors would

at a meeting of the stockholders. They believe that they

can routinely schedule the mass struggle as easily as a
board can schedule a meeting. This view of themselves,
Luxemburg asserts, is far away from realify. It is "ab-
stract" and does not deal with concrete particular cir-
cumstances that create the conditions of struggle, nor is it
"historical." It does not take into account the objective
historical developments that create the limitations and
possibilities of each struggle. Luxemburg asserts that the
leadership's view of its own capacity to control events is
just as "subjective," just as insulated or out of touch with
reality, as that of the despised anarchists.

Luxemburg continues to underscore the parallels
between the male leadership's assumptions and those of the
anarchists. Both rest on a view that the leadership can use
the masses and the mass struggle as a strategic intervention
to do whatever they have in mind.

Both tendencies proceed on the common purely
anarchistic assumption that the mass strike is a
purely technical means of struggle which can be
"decided" at please--and strictly according to

conscience, or "forbidden"--a kind of pocket knife
which can be kept in the pocket clasped "ready for
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any emergency," and according to the decision, can
be unclasped and used.l4

"Both tendencies" refer to both the German trade
union leaders who oppose the mass strike and the SPD party
leaders who cautiously support it only within limits.
Luxemburg sees little difference between these two groups.
They both presuppose that thef can pull the mass strike out
of their hats like a magician pulls out the rabbit. This
view of history makes historical events dependent on pure
whim, volition, the will of leaders. The masses from this
point of view become the pawns of the leaders' plans and
schemes.

This highly subjective, voluntaristic concept of
change is hidden behind the claims of scientific objec-
tivity. Luxemburg attempts to show the character and the
limitations of the leadership's concept of objective
historical conditions. Returning to the image of the
businessman, Luxemburg ironically suggests that the male
leaders' concept of the "facts" is no different than that
which would be considered by an bourgeois banker.

"Facts and figures; figures and facts!" they cry,
like Mr. Gradgrind in Dickens' Hard Times.l3

What are apparently the only "facts" that count for
the male leadership are méterial resources that are finite,
tangible, quantifiable.

This suspicion is confirmed by Luxemburg's further
elaboration of the leadership's conception of historical

materialism. The leadership bases its own conception of
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‘power strictly according to their evaluation of the maferial
resources at the disposal of the party and trade union
organization at any particular moment. Strength and power
can be quickly calculated according to the balance sheet of
available material resources.

What the trade-union opponent of the mass strike

understands by the "historical basis" and material

conditions is two things~-on the one hand, the

weakness of the proletariat, and on the other hand,

the strength of Prussian-German militarism--these

are the facts and figures upon which the trade union

leaders base their practical policy in any given

case.l®

‘'The trade union leaders' concept of power is no
different than that of any advocate for the bourgeoisie.
What is taken by these leaders as indices of power remains,
she implies, within the context of bourgeois thought, money,
votes, bodies. This perspective isolates these facts from
an overall social and historical context of class relations
and class struggle. They become disembodied "facts."
Neither the structural and historical conditions of class
struggle nor the consciousness and awareness of the masses
enter into the calculations and predictions of the leader-
ship. The only thing that matters is a capacity to win
withiﬂ the conventional rules of the game. The winning
factors are military strength, organization, and money.
Luxemburg likens this view of historical materialism

to the police view of reality. It has nothing to do with
Marx's concept of historical materialism.

Now when it is quite true that the trade-union cash

box and the Prussian bayonet are material and very
historical phenomena, but the conception based upon
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them is not historical materialism in Marx's sense
but a policemanlike materialism in the sense of
Pulkammer.!’

Luxemburg criticizes the male leaders for having
exactly the same limited concept of how to evaluate the
objective historical conditions as the police. Like the
police they believe that the strength of the labor movement -
can be effectively judged by its accumulation of material
resources, numbers, votes, capacity to exact obedience and
discipline from its members. Since on those grounds it
appears to be objectively weaker than its opponents, the
police 1like the labor leaders believe that the workers must
lose in any political or military confrontation with the
authorities.

The police like the SPD leadership base their
calculations on the ultimate effect of the movement on these
"facts and figures."

The representatives of the capitalist police state
reckon much, and indeed exclusively, with the
occasional real power of the organized proletariat
as well as with the material might of the bayonet,
and from the comparative example of these two rows
of figures the comforting conclusion is always drawn
that the revolutionary labor movement is a product
produced by individual demagogues and agitators: and
therefore there is in the prisons and bayonets an
adequate means of subduing the unpleasant "passing
phenomena. "8

The false view of the objective historical condi-
tions which define the parameters of the labor struggle
lulls the police into a false sense of security. Not

recognizing the conditions which move the masses to
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struggle, they believe the movement can be stopped and
controlled by the simple use of force.

Quite pointedly Luxemburg introduces the forgotten
and suppressed reality. She brings to the fore the class
conscious workers who have created the labor movement out of
their struggle to transform their conditions.

The class-conscious German workers have at last
grasped the humor of the policemanlike theory that
the whole modern labor movement is an artificial,
arbitrary, product of a handful of conscienceless
"demagogues and agitators."?

Similarly, the male leadership of the SPD has an
exaggerated concept of the potential power of those leaders
who advocate the mass strike. They attempt to delegitimize
dissenting leaders like Luxemburg herself by seeing them as
"dangerous romantics" out of touch with the objective
historical realities.

It is exactly the same conception, however, that
finds expression when two or three worthy comrades
unite in a voluntary column of nightwatchmen in
order to warn the German working class against the

dangerous agitation of a few "revolutionary romanti-

cistf“ and their “propaganda of the mass strike,";
2

The SPD leadership projects its own aggrandized vieﬁ
of the power of leadership to control the struggle onto its
alleged enemies, those who support the mass strike. In
treating the masses as pawns of the leadership it genuinely
believes that it has something to fear from the mere
advocacy of the mass strike by the opposition. Luxemburg
compares this self-righyeous belief to that of nightwatchmen

who view themselves as the true protectors of those who
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cénnot help themselves. The leaders"view of the masses as
lacking critical capacity for judgment clearly emerges here
as it does in the next several quotes.

Luxemburg's analysis of how to see "objective
historical conditions" sharply differs from that of the male
leadership. These conditions are not created or eliminated
at the whim of those who either support or oppose the mass
strike. They are deeply rooted in the objective historical
contradictions of capitalism.

If therefore the Russian Revolution teaches us
anything, it teaches us above all that the mass
strike is not artificially "made" but "decided" at
random, not "propagated," but that it is a histori-
cal phenomenon which, at a given moment results from
social conditions with historical inevitability.2??

Luxemburg's concept of objective conditions focuses
on the tensions and conflicts that result from historical
conditions. These conditions force themselves upon the
masses. The mass strike is the form in which these condi-
tions appear. This view of the objective sources of mass
struggle reorients attention away from the activities of the
leadership to the activities of the masses. It minimizes
the role of leadership in generating the struggle’as
compared to the role of objective historical conditions.

In keeping with this general conception of the

primacy of objective historical conditions in generating the

sources of the mass strike, Luxemburg gives short shrift to

the view that ideas alone are sufficient to generate the

struggle.
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If anyone were to undertake to make the mass strike
generally, as a form of proletarian action, the
objective of methodical agitation, and to go house
to house canvassing with this "idea" in order to
gradually win the working class to it, it would be
as idle and profitless and absurd an occupation as
it would be to make the idea of the revolution or
the fight at the barricades the objective of a
special agitation.??2

The leaderships' worries about the "romantics" who
support the mass strike can only be understood within the
context of their failure to recognize the relationship
between ideas and the objective historical conditions which
are the context in which those ideas are received. Ideas
alone do not create struggle. Only those ideas take root
which speak to the reality of the class contradictions
experienced by the masses.

"Revolution" like "mass strike" signifies nothing
but external form of the class struggle, which can
have sense and meaning only in connection with
definite political situations.?3

Idle talk about revolution and mass strike are
powerless to effect reality unless that talk connects to a
definite political situation.

Luxemburg's initial critique of Germany's Marxist
leadership begins to anticipate an alternative present day
model of leadership. This alternative model of leadership,
suggests that the leader must be primarily a certain type of
educator, one who emphasizes the capacities for thought and
action of the masses themselves. The leader can help the

masses clarify their analysis and recognition of their own

potential to act. This model contrasts with the German
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leaders' emphasis on controlling or using the masses for

ends defined by the leadership.
It is a testimony to the sound revolutionary
instinct and the quick intelligence of the mass of
the German proletariat that, in spite of the
obstinate resistance of the trade-union leaders,
they are applying themselves to this new problem
with such keen interest.?4

Despite the ambivalence of the leadership, its
refusal to understand the primacy of the role of the masses,
the masses act out of their intelligence. They demand to
know more about the mass strike. Clearly they recognize
what their leaders do not, that this Russian phenomenon
relates in some way to their own situation as workers.
Leaders can neither create nor stop the struggle. Nor can
they control the questions and issues that will be raised by
the masses in the course of their struggle. If leaders are
to have influence, they must see themselves as working with
the masses rather than controlling them.

These leaders have an obligation to educate the
masses, to share with them the fruits of having a broader
analysis of the process of social change. Luxemburg does
not deny the importance of leadership playing this important
role. The purpose of this education is, she agrees, to
strengthen the intellectual awareness and capacity to act of
the masseé themselves. In the language of today Cultural-
Marxist-Feminists would translate this concept of leadership
into one based on the concept of empowerment.

cee [the workers] should be enlightened on the

development of the Russian Revolution, the inter-
national significance of that revolution, the
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sharpening of class antagonisms in Western Europe,

the wider political perspectives of the class

struggle in Germany, and the role and the tasks of

the masses in the coming struggles. Only in this

form will the discussion of the mass strike lead to

the widening of the intellectual horizon of the

proletariat, to the sharpening of their way of
. thinking, and to the steeling of their energy.2?5
Luxemburg lays important groundwork in this section
for the development of her alternative perspective on the
development and the meaning of mass struggle. She has
shifted the debate from looking at the primacy of the party
to the role of the masses themselves.

Luxemburg's critique challenges a type of leadership
that is unself-conscious and takes its primacy for granted.
It is a type of leadership that does not reflect upon its
deepest assumptions about the nature of the struggle, its

own role, its view of the masses. vIt relies on its claims

to scientific expertise and tradition as a way of buttress-

ing its authority. Similarly, without seriously examining
the arguments of the opposition, it attempts to unde:mine
its organizatibnal as well as doctrinal credibility through
the use of distinctions which are self-aggrandizing.
Luxemburg has made an important contribution towards
analyzing a type of scientistic thinking which within our
own time has been recognized as one of the primary buttres-
ses of male domination.2¢

As reconstructed in this chapter, Luxemburg's initial
theorizing suggests that mass movements emerge out of the
objective historical conditions of capitalism but that

subjective consciousness and awareness are also essential
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factors. We get here a first attempt to break through the
prevailing leaderships' claims to having an adequate
perspective, be it grounded in science or bureaucracy. This
first step opens up the possibility of a new conception of
the relationship between leaders and masses. Initially,
however, these possibilities have barely begun to be
suggested. Luxemburg develops these themes much more in

subsequent theorizing.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE EARLY STRUGGLES IN RUSSIA: THE SIGNIFICANCE

OF CONSCIOUSNESS AND ACTION FOR SOCIAL CHANGE

In this chapter I specify and elaborate Luxem-
burg's strong glimpse of the process through which the
masses themselves become agents of their own struggle for
liberation. I emphasize in my interpretation of her
writings the subjective dimension of the subjective-objec-
tive dialectic that I argue constitutes her alternative to
the scientistic instrumental Marxism of her own time. I
develop my interpretation based upon hef continued dialogue
‘and polemic with the Marxist leaders in the German SPD in a

later section of the pamphlet The Mass Strike.

Here Luxemburg introduces the subjective dimension
through the struggles that took place in Southern Russia
from 1896 to 1904. These struggles she sees as the histori-
cal antecedents of the later better known mass strikes of
1905 and 1906. Her discussion of these early struggles, is
mainly descriptive and suggests the importance of conscious-
ness and experience strongly but indirectly.

Two more preliminary points seem in order:

54
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1. "Subjective" |

Unlike contemporary Cultural-Marxist-Feminist and
other theoretical perspectives which have emerged within the
last thirty to fifty years, Luxemburg does not use the term
subjectivity or subjective except in a pejorative sense. In
this way she reflects the predominant Marxist assumptions of
her own time. However, my reading will demonstrate that the
problems of the development of consciousness and awareness
and the role of experience as a catalyst for this develop-
ment, are primary problems for her as a theorist. From our
own historical vantage point we can noﬁ more clearly see her
attempt to define a new Marxist theory in terms of change
integrating the subjective dimensions of change along with
the objective one.
2. Male Leadership

The pre-1905 struggles do not fit the model of the
SPD leadership which attempts to see the mass strike as
arising from predictable, calculable, causes and taking a
uniform direction. True; Lukemburg displays a pattern which
shoﬁs these struggles to be intermittent, spontaneous, and
emerging out of worker's own responses to their local
economic and political conditions. Through her analysis of
these struggles, however, she emphasizes their extraordinary
significance as opposed to the leadership's view of them as
"fruitless."

In section of The Mass Strike, the St. Petersburg

struggle in 1896 seems to hold a special significance for
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Luxemburg. It is the first of the early struggles and

illustrates the main dynamic between subjective and objec-

tive dimensions.
.. .everyone who knows the inner political develop-
ment of the Russian proletariat to their present
stage of class consciousness and revolutionary
energy will realize that the history of the present
period of the mass struggles begins with those.
general strikes in St. Petersburg. They are
therefore important for the problem of the mass
strike because they already contain in the germ, all
of the principal factors of later mass strikes.!

Here Luxemburg already suggests a developmental
process by indicating that the early strikes at St. Peters-
burg contain "the germ" for later mass struggles. As
Luxemburg writes, what is important about this aspect of the
process is the "inner political development” of the prele-
tariat, by which she means the development of their "class
consciousness and revolutionary energy." In this section
she 1s thus already announcing her project here: how to
make plausible and comprehensible the process through which
the consciousness of the masses develops and their capacity
for action. From the first she is focusing the reader's
attention on what she believes is important.

The "germ," or the principal factors that constitute
the dynamics of the development of the mass struggles are
from her point of view the masses' reflection on their own
experience of their conditions of oppression. In this
section, Luxemburg frequently uses the word "appearance" in

an ironic fashion. At this initial stage in the struggle

the causes of the struggle "appear" to be purely economic:
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intolerable working conditions, terrible wages, arbitrary
and cruel acts by management.
[In Petersburg] The general strike of 1896 appears
as a purely economic partial wage struggles. Its
causes were the intolerable working conditions of
the spinners and weavers in St. Petersburg; a
working day of thirteen, fourteen, or fifteen hours,
miserable piecework rates, and a whole series of
contemptible chicaneries on the part of the employ-
ers.?

These strikes begin with what appear to be purely
limited economistic demands for immediate reform of the
immediate conditions of labor. In virtually every city that
Luxemburg discusses the beginning point of the struggle are
the immediate conditions of work and labor. In Kiev, for
example, "...a strike began on the railway workshops on July
21. Here also the immediate cause was the miserable
conditions of labor, and wage demands were presented."”
p.167 In Elisavetgrad: "...on July 4, a strike began in
all the factories with purely economic demands." p.166

When Luxemburg describes the cutbreak of the strike
in the Caucasus, however, she more clearly reveals her
ironic use of the word appearance.

The outbreak of the Caucasian strike in March 1902
was apparently as accidental, as much due to purely
economic partial causes (although produced by quite
other factors) as that of 1896.3

To the masses the strike appears to be caused by
specific economic factors. As a way of higﬁlighting the
ways in which these strikes are more than what they appear,

Luxemburg sets the backdrop for the local struggle in the

larger national economic and political setting.
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It [the outbreak of the strike]4was connected with
the serious industrial and commercial crisis which
in Russia was the precursor of the Japanese war and
which, together, with it, was the most powerful
factor of the nascent revolutionary ferment.4

In emphasizing the connections between the national
industrial crisis and the "nascent revolutionary ferment,6 "
she underscores the implicit 1link between the objective, and
subjective dynamic of the struggle. Luxemburg is implicitly
contrasting the way in which the workers experience the
immediate causes of their dissatisfaction and the deeper
objective structural conditions which are responsible for
that experience.

Furthermore, the beginning point of the struggles is
not simply the existence of these objective conditions. The
beginning point of these struggles is the moment in which
workers, angered by these conditions, begin to act. This
moment, Luxemburg argues is not predictable.

The element of unpredictability can be seen when we
return to the struggle in the Caucasus: It not only appears
to be related to the immediate economic conditions, it is
also "accidental." Her use of "accidental" is also ironic,
in that it is rooted in the larger objective structural
conditions. All the same, the moment of struggle, of
workers responding to their conditions, cannot be predicted.
This ironic use of the term "accidental" can be seen in her
summarizing words of the strikes of this early period.

Thus the colossal general strike in south Russia

came into being in the summer of 1903. By many
small channels of partial economic struggles and
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little "accidental" occurrences it flowed rapidly to
a raging sea.®

The accidental, unplanned nature of these struggles
is vividly dramatized in her depiction of the process
through which the St. Petersburg strike developed. She
gives the reader an insight into the subjective feelings and
consciousness of the workers in Petersburg. They had
patiently endured their conditions for a long time, "till an
apparently trivial circumstance filled the cup to overflow-
ing, the workers angered at this began to move."® It is
this moment, which could not be prédicted, which sets the
bstrike in motion.

This dynamic between objective and subjective
factors is the basis for her critique of the view of the SPD
leadership which refuses to recognize this dynamic. Most
SPD leaders insist on seeing the strike through a precon-
ceived framework, in which the strike arises from pre-
dictable causes and is set in motion by the call of the
leadership.

In Baku, Tiflis, Batum, Elisavetgrad, and Odessa and
Kiev, throughout Southern Russia in the spring of
1903 several major cities were engaged in the
general strike... But here again the movement did
not arise from any preconceived plan from one
another; it flowed together from individual points
in each one from different causes and in a different
form.”

Luxemburg's emphasis on the concrete, the immediate,
the experiential, stands in sharp contrast to the very

general abstract concept of change espoused by the male

leadership. This emphasis on the concrete can be seen
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throughout her descriptions of these early struggles as she
sees step by step how they move from reformist economistic
struggle to become small movements with revolutidnary aims.

In seeing a developmental process that is grounded
in reflections on lived experience, Luxemburg emphasizes the
importance of "beginnings," the moment at which workers come
to protest their conditions. For each struggle she de-
scribes the first act of struggile.

[Iﬁ Baku] The beginning was made in Baku where
several partial wage struggles in individual
factories and departments culminated in a general
strike.®

[In Tiflis] The strike was begun by 2000 commercial
employees who had a working day from six o'clock in
the morning to eleven at night.?

Later, she also notes the importance of beginnings
when she discusses the later attempts at unionization.
"These were the first difficult beginnings."1?°

What is clearly implied in this emphasis on starting
points is a dialectical process of transformation. The
moment of action and struggle is simultaneously a moment of
inner awakening, a moment of collective consciousness and
awareness. This reading will become more clearly legiti-
mized in Chapter Five( in which I discuss the more analytic
sections that follow as Luxemburg discusses the later mass
struggle. Glimpses and hints of this process, however, are
scattered throughout her descriptions of these early
struggles.

The main dynamic in this process is the masses'

movement from an understanding of the struggle as simply
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being an economistic struggle to achieve immediately
tangible goals, to the beginnings of an awareness that
Luxemburg calls "revolutionary." She does not define in
this section of the text what she means by the term "revolu-
tionary." Yet the implications of it becomes clear from the
context of her descriptions. To be revolutionary is to be
in militant ceaseless opposition to those in authority and
power, to want their removal and to begin to conceive of an
alternative form of rule. This new stance vis a vis the
authorities is what emerges out of these struggles.
Luxemburg makes the point most strongly about the

revolutionary implications of the struggle in St. Peters-
burg. From a purely quantitative perspective this local
general strike may appear to be relatively insignificant.
When the objective historical conditions which the workers
were struggling against are taken into account this small
struggle is in fact a "revolution in little." The militant
opposition to the authorities is tantamount to revolution.
It represents an enormous challenge to the taken for granted
social relationships between the classes.

Today this event, measured by the gigantic mass

strike of the revolution, may appear a little thing.

In the political polar rigidity of the Russia of

that time a general strike was something unheard of;

it was even a complete revolution in little.l!?

In other words, when viewed against the objectively

oppressive conditions of the time, a local general strike

implies enormous risks. In this sense it signifies some-

thing larger even in its smallness. She brings out the
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implicit changes in the subjectivity of the working cléss
that propels them to take these enormous risks.

The change in consciousness to which Luxemburg
alludes seems to be propelled by two major dynamics that
often occur simultaneously: workers being to experience
their own gollective strength and solidarity. They see, for
the first time, their collective potential to change their
conditions of existence. The second dynamic is integrally
related to the first. The authorities tend to resist even
the modest and reasonable demands on the part of the workers
and use brute force and the threat of violence to put down
these struggles. Through this use of force the workers
begin to see a system of oppression. Now they see clearly
how the state and the employers support one another's power
and control. ,

Luxemburg describes the growing strength and
solidarity of the workers. In several cities initial
actions by hundreds engage the support and participation of
thousands.

[In Petersburg] After a conference of about three
hundred intelligent workers in the Ekaterinhof
Garden a strike was decided upon, and the following
demands were formulated... This happened on May 24.
In a week every weaving and spinning establishment
was at a standstill, and 40,000 workers were in the
general strike.l2

As in the case of Sst. Petersburg, for many of these

actions workers for the first time planned and organized

them. This fact becomes important later, when she looks at
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the relationship between the established parties and the
masses.

In Tiflis, Luxemburg displays the process by which
workers also for the first time begin to call upon the
support of other types of workers to achieve their demands.
As they succeed thousands of others then join in.

In Tiflis the strike was begun by 2000 commercial
_employees who had a working day from six o'clock in
the morning to eleven at night. On the fourth of
July they all left their shops and made a circuit of
the town to demand from the proprietors of the shop
that they close their premises. The victory was
complete; the commercial employees won a working day
from eight in the morning to eight at night, and
they were immediately joined by all the factories,
workshops and offices, etc. The newspaper did not
appear, and tramway traffic could not be carried on
under military protection.!3

Here the strike has gone beyond a "partial economic
action" on the part of one group of workers. It has
extended to the entire city and stopped the usual routine of
daily life. Even the state force cannot return the situa-
tion to what has been viewed as "normal." It is this
quality of creating an entirely novel situation that
Luxemburg sees as "revolutionary" about these general
strikes. They are a harbinger of future possibilities.

In Odessa, similarly, the strike which began with
autonomous action by the workers was then further organized
by the social democratic leadership. Luxemburg describes
almost a carnival atmosphere in which thousands of different
workers of different occupations begin to join. The

strength of this collective action ineluctably draws in many

others who have never participated.
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On the first of July 2500 dockers struck work for an
increase of wages from eight kopeks to two roubles,
and the shortening of the working day by half an
hour. On the sixteenth of July the seamen joined
the movement. On the thirteenth, the tramway staff
began to strike. Then a meeting took place of all
the strikers, seven or eight thousand men; they
formed a procession which went from factory to
factory growing like an avalanche, and presently a
crowd of forty to fifty thousand betook themselves
to the docks in order to bring all work there to a
standstill. A general strike soon reigned through-
out the city.!*

We see this powerful example of both solidarity and

the first experiences with democracy as the thousands of
" workers meet to plan their next action.

The other dynamic that moves the struggle beyond
mere reform is the response of the state, and the subsequent
attempts of political leadership to draw the lessons out of
these experiences.

[In Petersburg] Further the strike was outwardly a
mere economic struggle for wages, but the attitude
of the government and the agitation of the social
democracy made it a political phenomenon of the
first rank.15

In Batum, the repressive action on the part of the
government, which forcibly attempted to remove striking
workers to another part of town, resulted in mass protest.

One such measure, which was to affect about four
hundred petroleum workers called forth a mass
protest in Batum, which led to demonstrations,
arrests, a massacre, and finally to a political
trial in which the purely economic and partial
affair suddenly became a political and revolutionar
event.16 :

These experiences of workers struggling against
-thelr conditions of oppression, Luxemburg suggests, lay the

foundation for the development of a much broader political
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consciousness and awareness. They open up new possibilities
for social democratic leaders to express socialist ideas
explicitly.

In Rostov, as in several of the previous examples,
workers from every industry join for the first time in
collective action. She calls this "an unprecedented state
of affairs."

...every industrial workplace was at a stand still,
and every day monster meetings of fifteen to twenty
thousand were held in the open air, sometimes
surrounded by a cordon of cossacks...l”?
She continues dramatically recreating the moving atmosphere
in which workers for the first time respond to radical
political ideas.
...at which for the first time social democratic
speeches on socialism and political freedom were
delivered and received with immense enthusiasm and
the revolutionary appeals were distributed by tens
of thousands of copies.!®

Once again she suggests that these first experiences
that become seminal and transforming in the lives of the
workers.

Luxemburg emphasizes equally the gains and also the
suffering that accompanies these struggles as workers are

subjected to the brutality of the authorities. The costs

and sacrifices are enormous but through these struggles

workers often do win unprecedented victories.

[In Rostov] 1In the midst of absolutist Russia the
proletariat won for the first time the right of
assembly and freedom of speech by storm. It goes
without saying that there was a massacre here.l?

[In Tiflis] ...the victory of the workers was
complete.?°
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This juxtaposition of the urge to struggle despite
the awareness of the workers that their lives and families
are threatened is most dramatically depicted in Kiev. Here
we see a powerful example of the solidarity between workers
and their families, and of different groups of workers with
one another. Here also is the violence of the state.

The strike was begun by the railway men, followed by
the foundrymen. Two union delegates were arrested. This
"gave the signal for the general strike."

At the station all the strikers with their wives and
families sat down on the railway track--a sea of
human beings. They were threatened with rifle
salvos. The workers bared their breasts and cried
"Shoot"! A salvo was fired into the defenseless
crowd and thirty to forty corpses, amongst them
those of the women and children remained on the
ground.??!

Surprisingly the workers do not give up. The
desires for freedom and justice that have been unleashed by
this process can no longer be suppressed. These victims now
become martyrs and symbols of continued struggle. This
movement has gone far beyond mere economism to become a
revolutionary struggle against the authorities.

The corpses of the murdered workers were raised on
high by the crowd and carried around in a mass
demonstration. Meetings, speeches, arrests,
isolated street fights--Kiev was in the midst of the
revolution.22

Though the Kiev workers actually won several
important demands through their struggle, what seems to be

important to Luxemburg is the process of struggle itself.

Throughout this section as well as the discussion of the
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later mass strikes, she is constantly reminding the reader
that the workers often win and then have their gains taken
away. They lose the struggle one year but then mysteriously
pick up the fight again the next yeaf. Other workers in
other cities and occupations within the same city are moved
by these struggles and begin to organize around their own
demands. All of these comments speak to her understanding
of the importance of the subjective dimension of the
struggle.

[In Petersburg] and lastly the strike was sup-

pressed; the workers suffered a "defeat." But in

January of the following year the textile workers of

St. Petersburg repeated the general strike once more

and achieved this time a remarkable success: the

legal introduction of a working day of eleven hours

throughout the whole of Russia.?3

[In Rostov] In the midst of rigid absolutist Russia

the proletariat of Rostov won for the first time the

right of assembly and freedom of speech by storm.

It goes without saying there was a massacre here....

As an echo to this there followed immediately a

general strike at the station of Tichoretkaia on the

same railway.Z4

[In Batum] The reverberation of the wholly "fruit-

less" expiring strike in Batum was a series of

revolutionary mass demonstrations of workers in

Nizhni Novgorod, Saratov and other towns, and

therefore a mighty surge forward of the general wave

of the revolutionary movement.?5

Her use of the term "fruitless" and "defeats" in

quotes points to the importance of seeing the subjective
dimension of the struggle rather than simply the external
achievement or long term organizational gains and material
victories. This back and forth between victory and defeat,
progress and setback, is the central meaning of Luxemburg's

concept of a dialectical process between objectivity and
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‘subjectivity. Progress cannot be viewed in strictly linear
and organizational terms. 1In a later summary statement,
speaking of the whole period including the early general
strikes and later mass strikes Luxemburg makes this point
explicitly.

The Moscow events show a typical picture of the

logical development and at the same time of the

future of the revolutionary movement on the whole,

their inevitable close in a general insurrection,

which again on its part cannot come in any other way

than through the school of preparatory partial

insurrections, which therefore meantime end in

partial outward "defeats" and considered individu-

ally, may appear to be premature.2¢

In this section on the early struggles, Luxemburg's

concluding remarks explicitly moves towards acknowledging
the importance of lived experience as a source of conscious-
ness. The results of these sfruggles in Southern Russia
have been the transformation of consciousness. In place of
isolation, despair, and a sense of fatality, the workers now
experience a sense of collective power, hope, and the
glimpse of a vision of a future society. They have been
transformed. These changes in consciousness may not be
permanent as she tells us later, but these experiences
become a resource which can be called upon for future
struggles.

Thus the colossal general strike in south Russia

came into being in the summer of 1903... Brotherly

embraces, cries of delight and of enthusiasm, songs

of freedom, merry laughter, humor and joy were seen

and heard in the crowd of many thousands of persons

which surges through the town from morning till

evening. The mood was exalted one could almost

believe that a new better life was beginning on the

earth. A most solemn and at the same time an
idyliic, moving spectacle.... So wrote at the time
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the correspondent of the Liberal Osvoboshdenye of
Peter Struve.?7

In this chapter we have seen how Luxemburg begins to
deveiop her understanding of the subjective dimension of the
dialectic between subjective and objective factors of basic
social change. These struggles are intermittent, spon-
taneous, and emerge out of the masses' response to their
immediate felt experience of oppression. In this section we
have seen her description of a dynamic process of change,
most of all in which workers through the struggle against
the objective conditions of oppression.have moved from an
understanding of their struggle as partial and economistic
to a larger collective struggle which is revolutionary.
Luxemburg has also continued to develop her critique of the
SPD leaderships' perspective and her alternative conception
of change. She has illustrated her own concept of objec-
tivity in opposition to that of the male leadership.

To the male leadership these gains may appear to be
ephemeral, the struggles small and inconsequential. To
Luxemburg who sees the transformation of the masses into a
decisive and empowered force for change, these struggles are
critical. They are necessary developments in the process of
revolution. Revolution begins as much in this moment of
conscious subjective recognition of oppression as with the
objective historical conditions. For Luxemburg, each make
the other conceivable. That is the crux of her objective-

subjective dialectic.



1 Rosa Luxemburg, The Mass Strike, the Political
Party and the Trade Unions, reprinted in Rosa Luxemburg
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE RUSSIAN MASS STRIKES OF 1905: CLASS STRUGGLE
RECONCEPTUALIZED AS THE MUTUALLY TRANSFORMING
DYNAMIC BETWEEN THE FORCES OF OPPRESSION

AND CONSCIOUSNESS

The next section of the Mass Strike pamphlet deals

with the later larger mass strikes of 1905 and 1906. 1In
this fourth section Luxemburg develops explicitly the
insights that I have suggested were implicit in her dis-
cussion of the early struggles. Two major tenets of her
alternative conceptual framework emerge as central in this
section.

The first is her sense, her brief, but powerful
argument that revolution~is the dialectic between objective
and subjectivé'forces. The later masstgtrikes représent a
higher level of the struggle. They affect millions of more
workers, and set in motion large scale organizing efforts.
These struggles reflect a deepér level of class conscious-
. ness and awareness. These subjective developments con-
stitute the beginning of a new historical era, a new
objective set of historical conditions. For Luxemburg,
however, this set of conditions cannot be viewed as sepa-

rable from the living process of struggle which has created

72
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these conditions. She continues to emphasize the importance
of class consciousness and awareness as critical factors
that open up these new historical possibilities.

Secondly, she treats still more exélicitly the
development of class consciousness as a process which is
grounded in the lived experience of the participanfs. What
is crucial in its development is action. Action opens up a
deeper and broader awareness of the sources of oppression.
In this section Luxemburg more strongly implies that
individuals experience and réflect upon their conditions of
oppression as social beings within a larger community.

Once more, Luxemburg's efforts to describe op-
pression in these terms anticipates contemporary Cultural-
Marxist-Feminists. Here the prefiguring has to do with the
present-day emphasis on the intimate relationship between
the personal and political dimensions, and between action
and changing consciousness. Another way that present day
Cultural-Marxist-Feminists -speak of this relationship is to
point towards the interconnections between lived experi-
ences, reflection, and empowerment.

Her two major points, as presented in this section,
become the basis of Luxemburg's continued critique of the
political perspective of the German SPD leadership. We see
in this section how she continues to sharply reveal the
differences between their assumptions aﬁd expectations and

her own.
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Through Luxemburg's analysis of the later mass
strikes she clarifies the meaning of her concept of a
dialectical historical process. Building on her intro-
ductory remarks to the éarly struggles, in which she argues
that the early struggles contain "in the germ" all the major
factors of the later mass strike, Luxemburg shows how the
later struggles undergo a very similar process of develop-
ment as the earlier struggles. At the same time there are
important differences in both their form and their content.
Thé St. Petersburg struggle of 1905 in many respects

follows the same pattern of development as the earlier
struggles. An incident, one that is local and on the
surface appears to be relatively minor, sets in motion a
process which results in a major confrontation between the
workers of St. Petersburg and the central political authori-
ties. She underscores the significance of this quick
broadening.

The conflict of the two Putilov workers who had been

subjected to disciplinary punishment changed within

a week into the prologue of the most violent

revolution of modern times.!

As in the earlier struggles, Luxemburg points out
that the causes of the strike were "trivial," the firing of
two workers who were attempting to organize a union. Once
this action was taken by the authorities, thousands of
workers join in solidarity with the railroad workers.

The unrest among the Putilov workers communicated

itself quickly to the remainder of the proletariat,
and in a few days 140,000 workers went on strike.?
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The workers then took the next step towards their
collective self organization. Helped by party activists,
they created a proclamation of a charter outlining their
demands for freedom.

Joint conferences and stormy discussion led to the
working out of that proletarian charter of bourgeois
freedom with the eight hour day at the head with
which on January 22, 2000,00 workers led by Father
Gapon, marched to the Czar's place.?

Similar to the early struggles, Luxemburg points out
that the escalation of the struggle which brought in
millions of workers from the entire Czarist empire came
about through the brutally repressive actions of the
government. Now it took the form of the famous massacre of
the workers at the Czar's palace.

The events that followed upon this are well known;
the bloodbath in St. Petersburg called forth
gigantic mass strikes and a general strike in the
month of January and February in all the industrial
centers and towns in Russia, Poland, Lithuania, the
east to the west.?

Yet despite the similarities in the pattern of
development between the earlier and later movements
Luxemburg is careful to point out that there are significant
political differences.

On closer inspection, however, it can be seen that
the mass strike was appearing in other forms than
those of the previous period.?

These differences can be seen to be the product of
historical development, bearing out Luxemburg's understand-
ing of change as being brought about by the mutual

transformation of objective and subjective factors in the

struggle. The experiences of the early struggle produce, as
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she suggests in her introduction to the early struggles,
"the inner political development of the Russian proletariat
to their present stage of class consciousness and revolu-
tionary energy."¢

This "present stage" she now comments on as a marked
increase in class consciousness and awareness. In the
earlier struggles workers implicitly recognized their bonds
with other workers in struggle by taking up the struggle
around their own immediate demands. In this stage workers

explicitly act in the name of solidarity with the St.

Petersburg workers. This support takes the form of active

confrontation with the authorities.
Everywhere at that time the social democratic
organizations went before with appeals; everywhere
was revolutionary solidarity with the St. Petersburg
proletariat expressly stated as the cause and aim of
the general strike; everywhere, at the same time,
there were demonstrations, speeches, conflicts with
the military.?

One of the important new developments during this
later period is: the increased role of social-democratic
leadership. Luxemburg comments on the increasing legitimacy
of the social democratic leadership in the eyes of the
masses in different parts of the Russian empire directly
before and after the Petersburg massacre.

In Baku some weeks in the midst of the general
strike the social democrats ruled as absolute
masters of the situation...®

The heightened visibility of the leadership is also
referred to in the quote above on page on the increased

signs of class consciousness and awareness.
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Everywhere at that time the social democratic
organizations went before with appeals,...?

Still, Luxemburg emphasizes that the leadership was
responding to the growing consciousness and awareness of the
masses. She speaks clearly in contrast to the conception of
change held by the leadership of the SPD. The leadership
did not orchestrate this increased level of political
awareness: it emerged "spontaneously" out of the struggle.

But even here there was no predetermined plan, no
organized action, because the appeals of the parties
could scarcely keep pace with the spontaneous
risings of the masses; the leaders had scarcely time
to formulate the watchwords of the onrushing crowd
of the proletariat.l®

Luxemburg continues to strongly criticize the claims
that the SPD makes for their monopoly on "scientific truth"
and expertise. She implies that this stance leads them to
negatively evaluate any struggle which is not under their
direct control.

According to the theory of the lovers of "orderly
and well disciplined" struggle, according to plan
and scheme, according to those especially who always
ought to know better from afar "how it should be
done,"...11

She contrasts the distant relationship that the SPD
leaders maintain from the masses and their_struggle to that
of the social-democratic leaders in Russia. Here she begins
to suggest an alternative model of the Marxist leader. The
leadership's knowledge of how best to conduct the struggle,
she argues, must come out of their having an internal

relationship to the struggle itself and especially to the

masses.
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But social democracy in Russia, which had taken part

in the revolution, but not "made it," and which

first had to learn its law from the course it-

self...12

Luxemburg directly and indirectly continues to

challenge the scientistic views of her German party and
trade union colleagues. The dynamics of social change do
not conform to a preconceived plan or strategy which the
leadership controls. Change arises out of the ever dialec-
tical interplay between objective and subjective conditions

of etruggle and takes different forms dependent on a variety

of conditions. Later in Mass Strike she makes this point

strongly.

...in every individual act of struggle so very many

important economic, political, and social, general

and local, material and psychical factors, react

upon one another in such a way that no single act

can be arranged and resolved as if it was a mathe-

matical problem.?}3

In form, too, Luxemburg sees importent shifts

between the later mass strikes and the earlier ones. These
shifts represent a response by the masses to the new
objective as well as the subjective conditions that have
developed since the earlier struggles. She describes this
shift: In the earlier struggles the movement developed from
economistic, small, local and particular struggles to much
larger struggles with a national program for change. In the
later struggles the movement begins at the national level
under the direction of social-democratic leadership and only

later breaks up intc small, local, economistic struggles.

Further, the early mass and general strikes had
originated from individual coalescing wage



79

struggles, which in the general temper of the
revolutionary situation and under the influence of
the social democratic agitation, rapidly became
political demonstrations; the economic factor and
the scattered condition of trade unionism was the
. starting point; all-embracing class action and
political direction the result. The movement was
now reversed.l*
The general strikes of January and February broke out as
- unified revolutionary actions to begin with under the
direction of the social democrats; but this action soon
fell into an unending series of local partial economic
strikes in separate districts, towns, departments and
factories.13
This new form of the strike the SPD leadership sees
as a sign of degeneration. It can only view this shift from
an organized national struggle to lecal, partial, econo-
mistic struggles as representing a return to a less mature
level of struggle. They see it as a "decay" or a "dissipa-
tion of action." From the external vantage point of the
German leadership:
...the decay of the great political general strike
of January 1905 into a number of economic struggles
was probably a 'great mistake' which crippled that
action and changed it into a 'straw fire.'1¢
Luxemburg sees this shift as "inevitable," struc-
tured by the objective historical conditions of capitalism.
The defeat of the czarist authoritarian regime cannot be
accomplished without attacking it at its own base of power.
The struggle moves organically from one level of struggle,
the state, to the other the economic institutions which
bolster the power of the czarist regime. The defeat of
absolutism cannot be conceived of as separable from the
proletariat's struggle against capital. ' This internal

process is the masses' increasing collective awareness and
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organization aimed against the conditions of their own
oppression. This shift from the national to the local level
of struggle is not a "decay, a dissipation of action," but a
recognition that the struggle to defeat the czarist regime
must attack the regime at the base of its own power.
The economic struggle was not here really a deéay, a
dissipation of action, but merely a change of front,
a sudden and natural alternation of the first
general engagement with absolutism, in a general
reckoning with capital, which in keeping with its
character, assumed the form of individual, scattered
wage struggles.!?

Moreover, it reflects the masses' own emergent
understanding of what the national action could achieve at
this particular historical moment. The form of capital is
by its very nature experienced as local and decentralized.
It appears in region by region, city by city. Thus she sees
a rationality and logic to this shift.

Not political class action was broken in January by
the decay of the general strike into economic
strikes, but the reverse; after the possible content
of political action in the given situation and at
the given stage of revolution was exhausted, it
broke, or rather changed into economic action.!?®

It is this realization that the Russian Social
Democrats achieved when they learned about "its law from the
course, itself,..." They too were originally put out by
this turn of events and could look at the later localized
strikes in no other way except as a wasteful chaotic use of
energy.

But social democracy in Russia,...was at the first
glance put out of countenance for a time by the

apparently fruitless ebb of the storm flood of the
general strike.!?®
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Luxemburg's imagery of the "storm flood" indicates
what she felt to be the German leaders' concerns about a
general lack of discipline and control 6ver the actions of
the masses. But the Russian leaders learned its law from
participating and observing the experience of the strike at
first hand, at no distance at all.

Luxemburg sees this bit of learning from the vantage
point of change as a dialectical process. Action does not
simply have external consequences: it also changes the
actors themselves. The shift from the national political to
the local economistic struggles has an inner logic when
viewed from an objective historical and developmental
perspective. It also has an inner logic when viewed from
the interﬁal perspective of how class consciousness is
formed. The actions taken by the proletariat around their
immediate local conditions of oppression are once again the
vehicle for their own increasing national class awareness.
Class consciousness begins with the struggle to come to
terms with immediate felt, lived experience. In this way
Luxemburg anticipates the theoretical insight of contem-
porary Cultural-Marxist-Feminists, that the objective-
subjective dialectic forms consciousness through a close
bond between personal (and face-to-face) and the political
(and more global). For example we see Luxemburg begin to
incorporate this concept of class consciousness as rooted in
reflection on the experience of struggle as she colorfully

describes the class composition of the many groups who



82

participated in the January struggle. She gives us an
active sense of who this wide variety of strata and groups
within the working class are touched by the experience of
joining the general strike.
...and the whole long scale runs from the prble—
tariat to the regular trade-union struggle of a
picked and tested troop of proletariat drawn from
large-scale industry, to the formless protest of a
handful of rural proletarians, and to the first
slight stirrings of an agitated military garrison,
from the well educated and elegant revolt in cuffs
and white collars in the counting house of a bank to
the shy-bold murmurings of a clumsy meeting of
dissatisfied policemen in a smoke-grimed dark and
dirty guardroom.2?

Luxemburg's vivid presentation enables us to see
real people as they are caught in a situation not entirely
of their own making. There are the trusted troops, the
"regular proletariat" who like the army are accustomed to
going into the field of battle. Then there are those strata
who have heretofore never imagined themselves as partici-
pating in a general strike, the soldiers, the bank clerks
and the'policemen. These unlikely "revolutionaries," are
forced because of the largeness and effectiveness of the
strike, to reflect for the first time on their own condi-
tions of 1ife and labor. We see their first "slight
stirrings" and first "clumsy meeting."

She continues her polemic against the male leaders
in the German party who viewed this movement to the lccal
economic level as a "mistake." To her, they simply fail to

recognize the incalculable value that this shift had for the

future development of class struggle.
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History, however, which had made that "great
mistake," thereby accomplished, heedless of the
reasonings of its officious schoolmaster, a gigantic
work for the revolution which was as inevitable as
it was, in its consequences, incalculable.?!

Luxemburg becomes even more explicit about this
objective-subjective dialectic, the interaction between

action and consciousness. In perhaps the most suggestive

guotes in the entire Mass Strike, she alludes to the

shortsightedness of a theoretical perspective which sees as
significant only the achievement of clearly measurable
external victories. Instead she argues that the outward
aims, the immediate overthrow of the Czar, though sig-
nificant leaves out much more of the story. To start with,
she acknowledges that:

The sudden general rising of the proletariat in

January under the powerful impetus of the S+.

Petersburg events was outwardly a political act of

the revolutionary declaration of war on abso-

lutism.?2

To this she adds immediately, however, that the

struggle touched levels of political consciousness that went
much further than the struggle for a constitutional regime.
The act itself awakens the ideals and emotions of the class
struggle.

But this first general direct action reacted

inwardly all the more powerfully as it for the first

time awoke class feeling and class consciousness in

millions upon millions as if by an electric shock.23

Luxemburg through her careful language creates a

powerful sense of the inner experience of transformation,

the sense of a sudden sharp awakening of consciousness that

had been dormant. Though Luxemburg usually does not speak
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of individuals as separate from the collective, this
reference to "millions upon millions," implies a recognition
of the class experience as both collective and individual.
By speaking of millions of individuals, she makes these
millions become less abstract and more particular. At the
same time their individual experience of transformation is
an awakening of their understanding of their class situa-
tion. What each of these individuals experiences is the
emergence of a "class feeling and class consciousness." For
Luxemburg, this experience of individual transformation
takes p;ace in the context of collective group action, and
must be understood accordingly.

Luxemburg continues to describe the different
moments of illumination in this process. Suddenly the
masses make links between their past and present. They
suddenly come to see that the past which they had patiently °
endured was unbearably oppressive. The masses clarify and
recover a past that has been lost to them.

And this awakening of class feeling expressed itself
forthwith in the circumstances that the proletarian
mass, counted by the millions, quite suddenly and
sharply came to realize how intolerable was that
social and economic existence which they had
patiently endured for decades in the chains of
capitalism.24

The strike has raised fundamental questions in their
lives. They can never look at themselves and their
relationship to their conditions in the same way, they have

permanently changed. Luxemburg's reference to "patient

endurance" resonates with her earlier examination of the
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very first St. Petersburg strike in the earlier struggles.
These first workers also "patiently endured" their condi-
tions. There, too, she hinted of the liberating experience
of action. In this section Luxemburg looks at the moment of
recognition more analytically. She gives us a fuller sense
" of what is involved in this internal process of recognition.

Luxemburg's use of metaphorical language is also an
important clue to her attempt to formulate a theory of a
subjective process. The "chains of'capitalism" cannot be
viewed as a literal description of the nature of capitalism.
It is a description that is infused with highly charged
multi-leveled meanings. To the extent that the "chains"
have been internalized as a set of beliefs and. feelings that
life was fate, that the social and economic existence that
the workers had suffered for decades was to be "patiently
endured, " they are as much constraints as the use of force
or violence to keep the status quo.

A newly found capacity for action follows upon the
conscious recognition by the masses that they are both
individually and collectively oppressed by this system.

This capacity for action first develops only as a cautious
intermittent process.

Thereupon began a spontaneous general shaking of and
tugging at these chains.?

The word "spontaneous" here indicates her affirm-
ation that this is an organic process that emerges naturally

out of people's reflection on their own experience. What
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goes on however is "tugging," tentative initial attempts at
changing these conditions.

This newly gained consciousness is like a sea-
change. There is a continuous process of opening up new
uﬂderstandings that have long been suppressed.

All the innumerable sufferings of the proletariat
reminded them of the o0ld bleeding wounds.26

Once again her language implies a complex psychic
process, the resurrection and reconstruction of the past.
Each worker begins to reflect on his or her collective
history of oppression.

Luxemburg describes the enormous energy that becomes
released through this interaction between action and
consciousness. Here we see Luxemburg's important insight
that class consciousness is particular as well as general.
It takes the form of personal and collective struggle
against those who have immediately been experienced as the
agency of oppression.

Here was the eight-hour day fought for, there v
piecework was resisted, here were brutal foremen
"driven off" in a sack on a handcar, at another
place infamous systems of fines were fought against,
everywhere better wages were striven for and here
and there the abolition of homework.Z2?

This quote emphasizes the element of action. Her
short phrases accentuate the verbs. The quote underlines
too, the variety of struggles: "here," "there," "every-
where." Yet though the struggles are all different,

Luxemburg relates all of them to the general class situation

of each.
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Continuing with her polemic against the SPD leaders
Luxemburg strongly argues that, although concrete material
achievements are an extremely important outcome of the class
struggle, equally aré the changes in consciousness and
awareness that emerge out of the struggle. These changes
can potentially have a more permanent and lasting impact and
guarantee the future of the struggle. Having enumerated for
several pages the concrete material gains that followed upon
the January strike, she warns:

The material standard of life as a permanent stage
of well being has no place in the revolution. Full
of contradictions and contrasts it brings simul-
taneously surprising economic victories, and the
most brutal acts of revenge on the part of the
capitalists; today the eight hour day, and tomorrow
lockouts and starvation for millions.28

What is important as a legacy of these struggles is
the intellectual and cultural growth of the proletariat.
Once again she refers to this as a process.

The most precious, because lasting, thing in this
rapid ebb and flow of the wave is its mental
sediment:  the intellectual and cultural growth of
the proletariat, which proceeds by fits and starts,
and which offers, an inviolable guarantee of their
further irresistible progress in the economic as in
the political struggle.??®

Something is gained even when there is material
loss. These changes in the proletariat's consciousness,
"which proceed by fits and starts" is what guarantees
continuation of the struggle. Luxemburg has here developed
a very different standard for measuring progress than her
male counterparts, for whom the achievement of tangible

material gains, such as social legislation, is seen as the
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only valid measure of political action. The importance of
process, the changes in the masses, is what stands out to
Luxemburg.
Luxemburg dramatizes the degree to which virtually

every oppressed group is pulled into the struggle as a
consequence of these January strikes. Her vivid description
stands as a warning to those who look at social class
through purely abstract economic categories. Her emphasis
on the subjective side of the class struggle opens up the
possibility of seeing the potential of many different groups
to become politically conscious and active. The mutually
transforming interaction sets in motion the activity of many
different strata of people who now recognize themselves as
oppressed. People from many different backgrounds and
experiences begin not only to recognize their right to make
demands against those who have traditionally kept them in
bondage, but to act on that right.

Backward degraded occupations in large towns, small

provincial towns which had hitherto dreamed in an

idyllic sleep, the village with its legacy from

feudalism--all these suddenly awakened by the

January lightening, bethought themselves of their

rights and now feverishly sought to make up for

their previous neglect.3°
This quote strongly suggests the process that Cultural-
Marxist-Feminists have called "empowerment." As workers
begin to experience themselves in new ways, to affirm
themselves as subjects and not just objects, they begin to

see themselves as having the right to claim a different kind

of treatment. They no longer allow themselves to be seen
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and treated as subordinates. Now they feel powerful. fheir
experience emgowérs their own selves. This is a very
important moment in the development of a movement for social
change. It represents once again a permanent change in the
relationship between oppressor and oppressed. VFor Luxem-
burg, of course, the oppressed are always directly and
indirectly related to their objective historical class
situation. But her analysis opens up the possibility for a
much broader 1nterpretatign of history as the struggle
between oppressor and oppressed, a struggle that goes far
beyond externals and specifics.

It is not economic gains alone that signal a real
process of transformation. Next to greater consciousness
Luxemburg gives much weight to developing permanent workers'
“organizations on the local level; such local organization
fundamentally alters the power relationship between workers
and employers. This change at the grassroots level of
struggle underpins her notion expressed in part 1 of the

Mass Strike that the essence of Marxism is change as a

developmental process. Change does not come out of the air
but is built on a foundation. Within existing historical
limits a new foundation is created. It grows out of
conscious choice and action. This is the subjective moment
of the process. The new objective historical conditions
that come into existence to a large extent come about
through the class struggle, through the conscious activity

of the proletariat.
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But in order to be able to overthrow it, the
proletariat requires a high degree of political
education, class consciousness and organization.
All these conditions cannot be fulfilled by pamph-
lets and leaflets, but only by the living political
school, by the fight and in the fight, in the
continuous course of the revolution.3!

In contrast to the SPD leadership who she puts down
the "officious schoolmasters," who see themselves as the
source of political consciousness, the real school for
politics and for intellectual and political development is
the struggle itself. Experience more than "pamphlets and
"leaflets" is what develops "political education, class
consciousness, and organization."

This statement goes much further than her earlier
formulation of the critique of the role of the party. The
class struggle is clearly primary, the role of leadership
secondary.

Luxemburg emphasizes again the dialectic between the
objective factors in the struggle and the subjective ones.
Social transformation is a complex long term developmental
process. Certain objective historical conditions are
required before the Czarist regime can be overthrown. Each
social class, and within that class different political
views must achieve clear organizational form and expression.

Before absolutism can, and so that it may, be
overthrown, the bourgeois Russia in its interior, in
its modern class divisions, must be formed. That
requires the drawing together of the various social
layers and interests, besides the education of the
proletarian, revolutionary parties, and not less of
the liberal, radical pettibourgeois, conservative,

reactionary parties: it requires self-consciousness,
self knowledge and the class consciousness not
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merely of the layers of the people, but also of the
layers of the bourgeoisie.32

She argues once again, however, that these condi-
tions cannot come into existence except through the
struggle.

But this also can be achieved and come to fruition
in no way but in the struggle, in the process of the
revolution itself, through the actual school of
experience, in collision with the proletariat as
well as with one another, in incessant mutual
friction.33

Proletarian class consciousnesé and organization of
the proletariat emerges through its struggle with the other
classes and with the political representations of these
classes. It does not, and cannot, take place in isolation
from the clarification and development of the other classes
and of their struggle to define their social and political
identity. That is to say she believes that the proletariat
comes to define both what it is and what is not in the
course of the struggle in "collision" with other classes.
This process of clarification for both bourgeoisie and
proletariat cannot be achieved simply through thought, it
comes through the brutal collision with different classes
and the reflection on its meaning.

We now see what Luxemburg means by "self
consciousness." This awareness is the affirmation and
clarification of a collective social identity which becomes

meaningful in opposition to the identities of other social

historical groups.
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Summary

In the fourth section of Mass Strike, in sum, we

have seen Luxemburg flesh out and make more explicit her
conception of a dialectical process of change. This
conception of dialectic begins with the importance of action
and struggle as transforming elements in the formation of
both objective and subjective conditions. The new objective
conditions that are created form the backdrop for new
struggles and yet a still deeper development of class
consciousness and awareness.

Luxemburg also attempted here to analyze much more
concretely her notion of class consciousness as a
developmental process--a process grounded in the reflections
of workers on their own lived experiences. She has explored
much more than she did in her discussion of the earlier
struggles the inner terrain of changing consciousness and
awareness. This terrain suggests the close bond between
personal and political dimensions of changing consciousness.
These two dimensions mutually reinforce and interact with
one another. In this process, what is central is reflection
on lived experience here. Experience is understood as
subjective reflection on the objective conditions of both
personal and collective oppression.

By a powerful brief argument, Luxemburg makes it
possible to adumbrate a whole dialectic between objective
and subjective forces, and a mutually transforming dynamic

between action and consciousness. Within her strong
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anticipation of an objective-subjective dialectic, we see
her innovate once more by giving very important weight to
the subjective factor, to what present-day Cultural-Marxist-
Feminists specify as the process of lived experience and the
resulting self-reflection and self-empowerment.

'Rosa Luxemburg's development of tbis concept of
objective-subjective dialectic emerges out of her continuing
criticism of German Marxism's male leaders. And more and
more clearly her own alternative theorizing’prefigures self-
empowering action and reflection upon experience by the mass

of people as the heart of grand social change.



1Rosa Luxemburg, The Mass Strike, the Political
Party and the Trade Unions, reprinted in Rosa Luxemburg
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CHAPTER FIVE

LUXEMBURG'S CRITICISM OF HIERARCHICAL ORGANIZATION:
A GLIMPSE IN THE EARLY PERIOD OF A NEW TYPE OF

DEMOCRATIC MARXIST LEADERSHIP

In this chapter I continue to develop Luxemburg's
criticisms of the major Marxist leaders of her time.
Luxemburg clearly identifies as a major danger to a develop-
ing mass movement the bureaucratic, elitist, hierarchical
form of organization advocated by both the German leaders
and Lenin in Russia. This criticism is made in l1ight of the
importance which she attaches to the process through which
the masses develop their own consciousness of their objec-
tive conditions of oppression, and an awareness of their own
collective power to resist authority. I have elaborated her
conception of this process in Chapters Three and Four.

While continuing to be highly critical of the German

leaders in the Mass Strike, what is of particular interest

to those who are creating a contemporary democratic cultural
Marxism are the similarity'of criticisms she wages against
the much more revolutionary Lenin with those she has made
against the reformists. In my reading of her criticism I
shall display the important similarities in her criticism of
the top down hierarchical condept conception of change,

96
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which she finds in the reformist and the revolutionary
Marxist leaders of the period.

In the pamphlet Organizational Questions of Russian

Democracy of 1903, Luxemburg makes a powerful argument
agéinst Lenin's conception of the highly centraiized tightly
controlled vanguard party. She sees such a form of or-
ganization as hostile to the conditions of development of
the masses themselves. Luxemburg raises new questions for a
Marxist analysis. She focuses her criticism of both German
reformists and Russian revolutionaries on the dangers of
domination from within the movement itself. Through this
criticism she poses even more sharply the importance of the
historical process through which the masses achieve class
consciousness and an increasing capacity for collective
action.

In criticizing the concepts of organization and
leadership taken for granted by the prevailing Marxism of
her time Rosa Luxemburg creates an important conception of
an alternative model of organization and leadership. She
reverses the belief shared‘by Lenin and the German leaders
that the development of organization is a prior central
condition for the development of the masses. Organization
and leadership must always recognize their relationship to
the growing consciousness and awareness of the masses
themselves. The two are not separate analytically or

chronologically but mutually changing and transformation.
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Luxemburg's Critique of the SPD Leaders

deemburg's criticisms of the German Marxist leaders

reveals the degree to which they wish to'maintain control
over the agenda of the socialist movement in Germany. For
them the goals of reform, "industrial constitutionalism,"
represent the outer limits of their vision and concept of
social change. In order to sustain this view they deliber-
ately isolate themselves from a broader view implicit in the
mass struggle. Luxemburg contrasts the stifling deadening
repetition of their parliamentary maneuvers with the living
creative vital energy of a mass movement. In the Russian
movement, she notes once more, the achievement of reforms
such as greater legal recognition for the trade unions and
suffrage are perceived as inseparable from a broader revolu-
tionary process, in which the masses play the leading role.

And what is more, that longed-for 'industrial con-

stitutionalism' for which there is so much enthusiasm

in Germany, and for the sake of which the advocates

of opportunist tactics would keep every keen wind

-from the stagnant waters of their all-suffering

parliamentarism has already been born, together with

political 'constitutionalism' in the midst of the

revolutionary storm, from the revolution itself!?!

Luxemburg's quotation marks contrast the formalism of

the German leaders' thinking with the broadly dialectical
frame of reference of the Russian masses. These German
leaders attempt to separate from the overall context of mass
struggle the goals of trade union and political rights. In
order to maintain control they attempt to keep these issues

from becoming broader mass struggles. The achievement of

these rights in Russia comes out of the vital struggles of
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these rights in Russia comes out of the vital struggles of
the masses below then from the deadly cordoned off atmo-
sphere of parliament.

These leaders' determination to maintain as separate
and within their control struggles to achieve economic gains
takes the form of a determined effort to suppress organizing
that is begun by the masses themselves. She ironically
dismisses their efforts to maintain the sanctity of the
centfally organized trade unions against the onslaught of
the masses.

Dame history, from afar smiling hoaxes the bureau-
cratic lay figures who keep grim watch at the gate
over the fate of the German trade union...2

Here Luxemburg's special muse, "Dame History," is of
course the sweeping process of the class struggle. Luxem-
burg implies that the conditions which generate the
struggles of the masses and their reflection on those
struggles are beyond the control of the bureaucratic lay
figures who in vain attempt to protect the exclusive claims
of legitimacy of these organizations.

These leaders attempt to maintain their control by
arguing that the building of "firm" strong centralized
organization is tﬁe precondition for mass struggle. This
conception is couched in scientific language. This linear
and top down conception of social change is argued as an
"indispensable hypothesis." Again and again Luxemburg

argues that in Russia through the mass strikes these
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organizations emerge as part of the workers' conscious
efforts to achieve their own liberation.

The firm organizations which are the indispensable

hypothesis of an eventual German mass strike should

be fortified like an impregnable citadel--these

organizations are in Russia on the contrary already

born from the mass strike.3

Luxemburg strongly suggests the degree to which

these German leaders deny the potential of an autonomous
mass movement to create lasting powerful trade union
organizations. These leaders insist on seeing themselves as
the critical factor that insures the survival, stability,
and success of any mass initiative. Like an overly anxious
parent these leaders cannot conceive of significant or-
ganizational developments that emerge from the masses
themselves. The Russian experience proves the opposite: it
is precisely their conditions of birth--the power, spirit
and strength of the masses that has assured the success of
their attempts to create their own trade unions.

And while the guardians of the German trade unions

for the most part fear that the organizations will

fall in pieces in a whirlwind like rare porcelain,

the Russian Revolution shows up exactly the opposite

picture, from the whirlwind and the storm, out of

the fire and glow of the mass strike and the street

fighting rise again, like Venus from the 'foam,

fresh, young, powerful, buoyant trade unions.4

Once again she suggests the degree to which these

leaders think in terms of extreme dichotomies. They
juxtapose the inherent tendency of the masses towards
anarchy or self-destruction in which their creations are

destined to "fall in pieces." Because the masses are not

under the direction of centralized leadership, they assume
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they lack of the benefits of the leaders' expertise.
Luxembﬁrg reads the experience of the Russian masses from a
completely opposing point of view. It is precisely the
intensity of the struggle, its power to transform the mésses
"its fire and glow," that can generate institutions that
embody the life, spirit, freshness of the movement. Unlike
the stagnant parliamentary cretinism that she describes
earlier, fhese vibrant institutions are full of 1life, they
are fresh, not weighted down like the older German ones.
Luxemburg shows how this dialectic works in re-

lationship to the creation of organization in Russia. The
January strikes have resulted in the achievement of a new
constitution which for the first time promises political
freedom. Luxemburg shows how this victory has powerfully
propelled the workers into taking the next step to con-
solidate the gains they have achieved througli their own
struggle.

The workers threw themselves with fiery zeal into

the waves of political freedom in order to use it

forthwith for the purpose of the work of organiza-

tion. Besides daily political meetings, debates and

formation of clubs, the development of trade unions

was immediately taken in hand.?®

Luxemburg emphasizes the passion that has been

liberated through the struggle, "they threw themselves with
fiery zeal" into this work. The established trade union
leaders can neither compete with nor contain the energy that

is pushing these workers to take step, after step in their

own struggle for freedom.
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Luxemburg is explicit about the process that propels
the workers to create their own organizations. Through the
reflection on their own experience of the struggle they have
arrived at an understanding of their own political needs.
Part of that understanding recognizes themselves as agents
of their own liberation. Only they can create the instru-
ments of their struggle.

The workers in large numbers have learned by ex-
perience to appreciate and understand the importance
of organization, and that only they themselves can
create these organizations.®

She makes it clear that these Russian workers do not
require outside experts to tell them when they need greater
centralized coordination, or publications which 1link
together the various struggles. They arrive at this
understanding in due time out of reflection on their own
experience.

In October and November forty new trade unions
appeared in St. Petersburg. Presently a "central
bureau," that i1s a trade union council, was es-
tablished, various trade-union papers appeared, and

since November a central organ has also been pub-
lished, The Trade Union.’

Luxemburg's quotes around "central bureau" is
another jab at the German leadership who reifies the
importance of prior centralization. Here once again she
sees it as only part of a process that workers see as
necessary at a given stage of their own struggle.

The same untrustworthy masses also engage in dis-
ciplining their own members when that is seen as necessary.

They do not require formal rules or lines of authority to be
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able to decide when it is important that collective de-
cisions be enforced.
It was decided that the trade unions should dis-
cipline their members and restrain them from street
rioting because the time is not considered opportune
for the mass strike.®

Luxemburg turns upside down the image of the masses
implicit in the theory and practice of the German leaders.
Her critiéism suggests that which these leaders deny the
rich intellectual, political, and emotional development that
the masses undergo in the course of their struggle. These
leaders deliberately objectify the masses, seeing them as
incapable of thought or action without the indispensable
role of leaders.

If Luxemburg sees the subjective reflection on the
living experience of the struggle as the logic of the
Russian mass strike. She warns against leaders who attempt
to undermine that process by superimposing their own
formally abstract conceptions and models on the actual
process. Her criticisms point to a type of leadership that
claims for itself a monopoly over science, logic, and
rational thought procésses. Luxemburg hammers at the
efforts by the German male leaders to delegitimize the mass
strike by claiming for itself a monopoly on intellect and
expertise.

Again Luxemburg attacks the formalism and grandiose
claims that the leaders make for their own intelligence.
They did not invent the mass strike as an interesting tactic

to achieve reformist aims. The mass strike arises out of
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the deeper contradictions between labor and capital. The
mass strike is the form in which the masses express the
struggle to change their conditions of oppression.

In a word the mass strike, as shown to us by the
Russian Revolution, is not a crafty method dis-
covered by subtle reasoning for the purpose of
making the proletarian struggle more effective, but
the method of the proletarian mass, the phenomenal
form of the proletarian struggle in the revolution.?

She continues to criticize their attempts to turn
the mass strike into an instrument of social reform by
refusing to recognize the interrelationships between the
economic énd political struggle. They attempt to justify
this concept by superimposing on the reality a formal model
that creates the appearance of logic and rationality but
which violates the inner unity between the political and
economic aspects of the struggle.

Here also the reality deviates from the theoretical
scheme and the pedantic representation in which the
pure political mass strike is logically derived from
the trade union general strike as the ripest and
highest stage, but at the same time is kept distinct
from it, is shown to be absolutely false.l?

Luxemburg strongly criticizes the strategies adopted
by the German leaders to defeat the possibility of‘a Russian
type of mass strike. Economic strikes, she argues, under
thé authority and control of the trade union leadership are
not the "logical precondition" of strikes with broader
political objectives. In Russia she argues- that the
"reality" is quite different than this abstract linear

concept of change. There is continuous mutual interaction

between the economic and political struggles.
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These leaders hide their attempt to maintain control
over the potentially revoluticonary implications of the mass
strike by creating an illusion of their own expertise. They
create "pedantic representations" which in abstract terms
appear to provide a scientific justification for their
scheme. This logic collapses in the face of the reality in
which it becomes clear that the struggle to achieve economic
gains is not a separate and distinct struggle from the
struggle to achieve greater political power for the masses.

She goes even further in criticizing a form of
scientific reasoning that isolates and compartmentalizes
different phenomena, treats political struggles as separate
and distinct from economic struggles. This process of
classification may appear to be a sophisticated form of
analysis but it completely distorts the inner connections
that sustain the living whole. In dissecting the phenomena
in this way these leaders will not see it more clearly but
rather destroy it.

Sophisticated-theory proposes to make a clever
logical dissection of the mass strike for the
purpose of getting at the "purely political mass
strike," it will by this dissection as with any
other, not perceive the phenomenon in its living
essence but will kill it altogether.l!

Luxemburg here iséues a strong warning against this
attempt to hide the significance of their analysis of the
mass strike behind "sophisticated theory." Their clever
intellectual maneuvers appear to be neutral. They are only

they argue "getting at the 'purely political mass strike,'"

its true essential character. Behind this act of intellec-
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tual analysis, however, Luxemburg sees destruction of the
vital interconnections that constitute its reality.
Luxemburg juxtaposes the cold, bloodless, sterile
concept of the mass strike as it is conceived of py the
leaders with the vital quality of the strike as it exists in
reality. She points out that their scheme which relies
heavily on centralized direction and control misses the
complex interaction of all of the different roots and
branches of the struggle.
Instead of the rigid and hollow scheme of an arid
political action carried out by the decisions of the
highest committee furnished with plan and panorama,
we see a bit of pulsating like of flesh and blood
which cannot be cut out of the large frame of the
revolution but is connected with all parts of the
revolutionary by a thousand veins.!?
The use of organic imagery is striking. The reader
can almost feel the visceral quality of the revolution as a
living body, which heart, blood, and veins. The multitudé
of different struggles, "the thousand veins," feed the
revolution. The body is kept alive by all of these dif-
ferent struggles. This contrasts with the German leader-
ship's view that only the "head" the directing committees
keep the body alive. The body is not only the head. It is
a complex unity of many organs working in relationship to
one another. .
The German leaders' fear of the potential of the
masses to create their own struggle finds its way in their

use of certain kinds of objectifying -language. Luxemburg

continues her battle against the scientism of the German
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leaders. Their generalized fear of mass struggle, she
suggests, leads them to see "revolution," which terrifies
them, as an inevitable outcome of the mass strike.
When to be sure, the representatives of our German
opportuniism hear of "revolution," they immediately
think of bloodshed, street fighting or powder and
shot, and the logical conclusion thereof is: the
mass strike leads inevitably to the revolution,
therefore we dare not have it.13

Luxemburg reemphasizes her conception of social
- change as a dialectic between objective and subjective
factors. Only under specific historical conditions can mass
strikes emerge. In contrast to the German leaders who see
the mass strike as inevitably leading to revolution,
Luxemburg argués that "the revolution" is the underlying
structural conflicts between labor and capital that have set
the stage for this particular form of struggle. Only under
certain historical conditions, when these tensions have
reached a heightened stage of development, can mass strikes
emerge.

We have seen above the inner mechanism of the
Russian mass strike which depends upon the ceaseless
reciprocal action of the political and economic
struggles. But this reciprocal action is condi-
tioned during the revolutionary period. Only in the
sultry air of the period of the revolution can any
partial little conflict between labor and capital
grow into a general explosion.l*

Revolution does not just erupt as an accidental,
uncontrolled, spontaneous struggle. Here Luxemburg once
again implies a similarity between the anarchists and the
so-called scientific Marxist leaders. Neither taken into

account the specific historical conditions that make certain
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types of struggle inevitable. As an illustration Luxemburg
contrasts the specific historical conditions that currently
exist in Germany with those that exist in Russia. While in
German, like Russia, wviolent struggles can be found, in the
former case these struggles do not lead to deeper and
broader class struggle. They remain contained and isolated
within specific communities and sectors of the working
class. Under the historical conditions that exist in
Germany at the present moment these struggles don't have the
same potential.

Punishment of organized workers in Petersburg and

unemployment as in Baku, wage struggles as in

Odessa, struggles for the right of combination in

Moscow are the order of the day in Germany. No

single one of these cases however suddenly changes

into a common class action. And when they grow into

isolated mass strikes, which have without question a

political coloring, they do not bring about a

general storm.!®

At the same time Luxemburg strongly disagrees with

the premise of the German leaders that the existence of
parliament and other conditions of Western industrial
society inevitably lead to routine means for solving social
conflict. She argues that the objective historical condi-
tions in parts of Germany closely resemble those to be found
in Russia. These conditions set the stage for the pos-
sibilities of similar mass strikes as are presently found in
Russia.

Let us consider the poverty of the miners. Already

in the quiet working day, in the cold atmosphere of

parliamentary monotony in Germany... the wage

struggle of the mine workers hardly expresses itself

in any other way than by violent eruptions from time
to time, in mass strikes of typical elemental
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character. This only shows that the antagonism
between labor and capital is too sharp and violent
to allow of its crumbling away in the form of quiet
systematic, partial trade union struggles.!®

Moreover she insists that under different historical
conditions, in a period of mass struggle, those oppressed
workers who already have a strong antagonism to capital will
develop socialist aims. 1In a period in which disorder and
struggle chéllenge the routines of day-to-day life these
workers' consciousness will undergo profound change.

The misery of the miners, with its eruptive soil
which even in "normal" times is a storm center of
the greatest violence, must immediately explode, in
a violent economic socialist struggle, with every
great political mass action of the working class,
with every violent sudden jerk which disturbs the
momentary equilibrium of everyday social life.l7

Luxemburg's perspective that social change emerges
out of a relationship between objective and subjective
factors leads her to be much more optimistic than the German
social-democratic leaders. Against their objectification of
certain sectors of workers as "unorganizable," she retains
faith that under certain kinds of historical conditions

these workers will organize themselves. (
However, it would be an altogether false psychologi-
cal reckoning if one were to assume, with the German
reaction, that the slavish obedience of the German
railway and postal workers will last forever, that
it is a rock which nothing can wear away.!®

...the deep seated, long suppressed resentment of
the uniformed state slaves will inevitably find vent
with a general rising of the industrial workers.

And when the industrial vanguard of the proletariat,
by means of mass strikes, grasp at new political
rights or attempt to defend existing ones, the great
army of railway and postal employees must bethink
themselves of their own special disgrace, and at
last rouse themselves for their liberation from the
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extra share of Russian absolutism which is specially
reserved for tbhem in Germany.l?®

Luxemburg has here suggested that there is an inner
logic to violent struggle and mass strikes. Violence has
roots in the conditions of people's lives and existence.
Under certain conditions this violence explodes and takes
the form of mass strikes. Similarly, she argues the
possibilities for organizing workers, particularly certain
types of workers are structured and-conditioned by the
degree of class conflict within a particular historical
'momento Under "normal times" when class conflict is less
visible and apparent workers remain passive. In periods
when class conflict has become more pervasive, the con-
sciousness of those who have been passive and acquiescent
can quickly change. Thus the predictions, calculations of
the German leaders leave out the importance of this dialec-
tical understanding of social change.l Subjective develop-
ment is conditioned by objective historical conditions and
vice-versa; Luxemburg criticizes the German leaders for
equating "political maturity," with the suppression of
spontaneity, strong feeling, and a capacity for action.
They deny the universal significance of the Russian ex-
perience by explaining it as the product of underdevelop-
mentf With the creation of Western style institutions with
their established routines the Russian masses would act in
more disciplined less unpredictable ways.

And finally, the stormy revolutionary course of the

Russian mass strike, as well as their preponderant
spontaneous elementary character, is explained on
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the one hand by the bolitical backwardness of

Russian, by the necessity of first overthrowing
Oriental despotism, and on the other hand by the
want of discipline of the Russian proletariat.z?

Here again she points to their highly sophisticated
use of Marxist theory, the emphasis on the necessity for
developing certain objective historical conditions as the
exclusive measure of political development. For these
leaders political maturity is measured by the masses being
willing to accept internal controls on their own spontaneous
desires.

The German leaders, she argues, go even further in
equating organized bureaucratic institutional 1ife with a
concept of civilization itself. The youthful ungoverned
passion of the Russian masses is seen as behavior which
corresponds to a primitive barbarous society. She para-
phrases the position of the SPD leaders.

In a country in which the working class has had
thirty years experience of political 1ife, a strong
social-democratic party of 3 million members and a
quarter of a million of picked troops organized in
trade unions, neither the political struggle nor the
mass strike can assume the same stormy elemental
character as in a semi-barbarous state which has
Jjust made the leap from the middle ages to the
modern bourgeois order.??

While arguing for the importance of objective
historical conditions, i.e., the development of industrial
capitalism, on the level of consciousness of the masses, she
strongly argues against the view that these experiences

alone are the exclusive means through which the masses

become cultivated.
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With paupers no revolution of this political
maturity and cleverness of thought can be made, and
the industrial workers of St. Petersburg and Warsaw,
Moscow, and Odessa, who stand in the forefront of
the struggle are culturally and mentally much nearer
to the Western European type than is imagined by
those who regard bourgeois parliamentarism and the
methodical trade union practice as the indis-
pensable, or even the only, school of culture for
the proletariat.?2

Luxemburg goes very far in suggesting that class
consciousness about the underlying causes of class
oppression has become internalized so deeply in the Russian
masses that it has become assimilated into their deepest
feelings. The quickness and directness of their response to
their own oppression is not a consequence of "youthful
immaturity," but its opposite, a clear development of
understanding that comes out of mature reflection on their
own experience.

That means nothing however, than at present, para-
doxical as it may sound the class instinct of the
youngest, least trained, badly educated and still
worse organized Russian proletariat is immeasurably
stronger than any of the organized, trained and
enlighténed working class of Germany or of any other
west European country. And that is not to be recon-
ciled a special virtue of the "young unexhausted
East" as compared with the sluggish West," but is
simply a result of direct revolutionary mass
action.2?3

Socialization, formal education, membership in
formal organization is not the measure of class conscious-
ness, or a capacity for action. Nor is it formed primarily
as a consequence of the intervention of leaders through
these hierarchical institutions. The greatest teacher, the

main school for cultural development Luxemburg sees in the
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direct encounter with the Russian masses against their .
Oppressors.

Applying these lessons to Germany Luxemburg argues
that what the masses need in Germany is not better dis-
cipline, socialization and training but a year of struggle
and engagement in a revolutionary experience.

A year of revolution has therefore given the Russian
proletariat that "training" which thirty years of
parliamentary and trade union struggle cannot
artificially give to the German proletariat.2?4

Luxemburg here affirms the development model of mass
consciousness and empowerment that I suggested in Chapters
Three and Four. This time, however, she does it spedific—
ally in relation to the question of the role of organization
- and leadership. Elaborate organization and leadership are
not a substitute for living experience.

Finally, Luxemburg's faith in the objective-subjec-
tive dialectic reiterates her belief in the possibility of
building broad mass movement in Germany among those who seem
unreachable by traditional top‘down organizing approéches.

Six months of a revolutionary period will complete
the work of training of these as yet unorganized
masses which ten years of public demonstrations and
distributions of leaflets would be unable to do.?5

Rather than a leadership seeing itself as the
decisive critical force she attempts to develop a concept of
leadership that can work with and through the grassroots of
struggle of the masses. They must see their own power not

as total but as more limited and in relationship to the

masses' own developing movement.
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Further there are quite definite limits set to
initiative and conscious direction. During the
revolution it 1is extremely difficult for any
directing organ of the proletarian movement to
foresee.and calculate which occasion and factors can
lead to explosions and which cannot.2¢

Here she cautions against a concept of leadership as
all knowing experts. Rather than see themselves as the
initiators and in command she implies that they must accept
their more limited role.

While establishing clear limits on the role of
leaders Luxemburg at no point rules them out as a potential-
ly important factor.

They cannot and dare not wait in a fatalistic
fashion with folded arms for the advent of a
"revolutionary situation," ... On the contrary, they
must always hasten the development of things...27

Luxemburg is once again indirectly challenging a
type of leadership who assumes that their expert knowledge
will predict a given set of outcomes. They must not
passively wait for their predictions to come true. She
argues that they must themselves always be alert to the
living possibilities within the situation and attempt within
the limits of their power to accelerate the possibilities
that exist. They must combine theoretical knowledge with
activism as a part of the process of revolutionary develop-
ment.

Luxemburg's critique opens up for further develop-
ment and elaboration an alternative model of leadership.

Through her criticism of an objectivistic, deterministic

concept of social change which sees leaders as indispensable
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elements, Luxemburg has shifted the analysis to the primary
role of the masses themselves. Leaders continue to play a
role but it is in relationship to the struggles and reflec-
tions of the masses themselves. Thus far this is her
glimpse of an alternative model of the Marxist leader, one
which can give up its own grandiose claims for authority and

control and accept a more limited role.

Luxemburg's Critique of Lenin and the Bolsheviks

In some respects Luxemburg's criticisms of Lenin's
theory of organization are different from her criticisms of
the German SPD. Yet, in one significant aspect they are the
same: To her, the German leaders and Lenin conceive of the
masses and treat them similarly as mere instruments of the
leaders' accession to power. The development of the masses
is not a condition of the achievement of socialism. Rather
socialism is conceived by both reformists and revolution-
aries as a takeover of political power or state with leaders
in charge.

Tproughout her criticism of Lenin, the overall theme
that Luxemburg returns to is the degree to which his concept

as she elaborates it in Organizational Questions on Russian

Democracy of 1983, of the party concentrates power in the
hands of a very small leadership group. This concept of the
party not only excludes the masses in any decision-making
capacity but it also excludes party members who are outside
the inner circle. She sees thié extremely centralized form

of organization as clearly creating a dangerous division of
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labor between those who think and those who become mere

instruments of the central committee.
Now the two principles on which Lenin's centralism
rests are precisely these: 1. The blind subor-
dination, in the smallest detail, of all party
organs, to the party center, which alone thinks,
guides, and decides for all. 2. The rigorous
separation of the organized nucleus of revolution-~
aries from its social-revolutionary surroundings.?8

The extremity of this centralization emerges in her
choosing to highlight Lenin's belief in "blind subordin-
ation" the unquestioned obedience of the pafty organ
members, publications, committees etc., even with regard to
the smallest detail. Nothing escapes from the eyes and
power of the center. It also is given the task of thinking,
reflecting and guiding. Shé also notes that there is an
even further sharp distinction that Lenin makes between
party members and the "social-revolutionary surroundings
outside the party." The masses are relegated to an even
lower place in the order. They are treated as having the
false consciousness of social revolutionaries as opposed to
the true consciousness of the Bolshevik center.

Luxemburg clearly reverses Lenin's stand on the
relationship between the party and the masses. The party
does not dictate to the masses. She argues that a socialist
revolution requires a concept of the relationship which
first and foremost sees the party and its leadership as an
outgrowth of the dialectical process of the masses' own

historical development. The party does not come first, nor

does it define its activity in isolation from the mass
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struggle. She argues that the role of the party, its
activity, is determined and constantly changing in relation-
ship to the development of the masses' consciousness of
their conditions of oppression. Though she consistently
creates the image of a dialectical mutually transforming
relationship, clearly her emphasis is on the party serving
the mass movement and on the masses more in the forefront
than the opposite picture painted by Lenin.

However, Social Democratic activity is carried on

under radically different conditions. It arises

historically out of the elementary class struggle.

It spreads and develops in accordance with the

following dialectical contradiction. The prole-

tarian army is recruited and becomes aurae of its

objectives in the course of the struggle itself.

The activity of the party organization, the growth

of the proletarian's awareness of the objectives of

the struggle and the struggle itself, are not

differing things separated chronologically and

mechanically. They are only different aspects of

the same process.??

Luxemburg's emphasis on the subjective dimension of
the struggle gives her a very different view on the question
of internal democracy within the movement itself. She is
highly critical of Lenin's concerted efforts to discredit
and delegitimize views on questions of social change that
are different than his own. She notes on several occasions
his attempt to attribute more democratic concepts of
organization to "anarchistic intellectuals."

He declares that "it is no longer the proletarians
but certain intellectuals in our party who need to
be educated in the matters of organization and dis-

cipline." [She is quoting from Lenin's pamphlet One
Step Backwards, Two Step Forward.]3°
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For Lenin even the mere suggestion that centralized
bureaucratic forms of organization are antithetical to the
conditions sanguine to the development of the masses is a
form of political heresy. He decries the opportunism of
those intellectuals who see contradictions between his
emphasis on bureaucracy and a conception of a democratic
organization.

Luxemburg quotes Lenin, "To oppose bureaucracy to
democracy, " writes Lenin, "is to contrast the or-
ganizational principle of revolutionary social
democracy to the methods of opportunist organiza-
tion."390

Luxemburg points to the ludicrousness of Lenin's
assumptions about the nature of the masses themselves. He
seems them as without any ability to exercise power over
their own fate. She strohgly suggests this view of the
masses reads like a conventional sexist conception of women-
-people who are in need of external ‘controls. They desire
the firm hand of authority, discipline, and control. The
German leaders, in more pedagogical style denied the
capacity of the masses to create their own organization and
conduct their struggle. Lenin, she implies, as can be seen
in the quotation below, hides behind his pretensions to
being democratic.

Lenin says that intellectuals remain individualists
and tend to anarchism after they have joined the
socialist movement. According to him, it is only
among intellectuals that we can note a repugnance
for the absolute authority of the Central Committee.
The authentic proletarian, Lenin suggests finds by
reason of his class instinct a kind of voluptuous

pleasure in abandoning himself to the clutch of firm
leadership and pitiless discipline.3?
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This kind of flattery of the masses' alleged deéire
for control Luxemburg sees as dangerous. Lenin depicts them
as unwilling and unable to become autonomous. They are
driven by a supposedly higher‘level of knowledge, "class
instinct" to give up their own freedom. This is a kind of
masochistic image of the masses in which pain is looked upon
as pleasure.

Like the German leaders, she sees him denying the
problems of bureaucratic centralized organization by
glorifying the discipline and organization of the bourgeois
socializgtiqn process. He romanticizes the success of the
efforts of factory owners to teach the masses obedience and
discipline.

He glorifies the educative influence of the factory,
which he says, accustom the proletariat to "dis-

cipline and organization. [She quotes from Lenin's
pamphlet, One Step Backward, Two Steps Forward.]33

Luxemburg reminds Lenin that there is nothing
inherently revolutionary about the masses learning to accept
the dictates of authority. It is precisely this lesson that
is taught and reinforced by the entire apparatus of bour-
geois society.

The discipline Lenin has in mind is being implanted
in the working class not only by the factor but also
by the military and the existing state bureaucracy--
by the entire mechanisms of the centralized bour-
geois state.34

Luxemburg notes the parallels between Lenin's
emphasis on centralization and the highly centralized

institutions of the bourgeois state. Both treat the masses
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as objects to be pacified and socialized into acquiescence
to the existing order.

Luxemburg sees Lenin's attempt to achieve his will
as having no boundaries. For him the ends totally justify
‘the means. She accuses him of deliberately deceiving
himself and others for the purpose of denying the differ-
ences between men whose socialization has turned them into
automatons, and men who have freely chosen to discipline and
regulate themselves in order to achieve their own emancipa-
tion. For Lenin the discipline imposed by the bourgeoisie
is equated with the discipline that is self-imposed by an
autonomous working class movement.

We misuse words and we practice self-deception when
we apply the same term--discipline-~to such dis-
similar notions as: 1, the absence of thought and
will in a body with automatically moving hands and
legs, and 2, the spontaneous coordination of the
conscious, political acts of a body of men. What is
there in common between the regulated docility of an
oppressed class and the self discipline and or-
ganization of a class struggling for its emancipa-
tion.33%

Again she returns to the same theme--Lenin's totally
instrumental view of the masses makes him unable or unwill-
ing to recognize the difference between a totally pacified
group of workers who have been turned into moving parts
without the essential human gqualities of a will and a mind,
and workers who act like subjects. To the extent that this
process has been achieved through bourgeois socialization
this level of internalized oppression has become routinized

and invisible. It appears to be workers who are going about

their business. What does this kind of loss of these
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essential human qualities, "regulated docility" she asks,
have to do with self-created discipline and obedience that
comes out of conscious choice and reflection as part of a
political struggle?

Luxemburg makes a powerful argument for the import-
ance of Lenin recognizing the implications of his own belief
in domination and centralized control. Socialism is not the
replacement of one form of domination with another. It is
fundamentally a new form of self-rule. The ends cannot be
divorced from the means. The condition of socialist
transformation is the struggle of the masses against their
very own history of bourgeois socialization and condition-
ing. They must liberate themselves precisely from the old
habits of obedience and authority.

The self-discipline of the Social Democracy is not
merely the replacement of the authority of the
bourgeois rulers with the authority of the central
committee. The working class will acquire the sense
of the new discipline the freely assumed discipline
of the Social Democracy, not as a result of the dis-
cipline imposed on it by the capitalist state, but
by extirpating to the last root, its old hablts of
obedience and servility.36

Unlike Lenin, who remains thoroughly skeptical about
the possibilities of the masses' capacity to direct their
own struggle, Luxemburg affirms her trust in the process
through which the masses will transform themselves. Since
Lenin does not recognize domination as an issue he does not
deal with the question of the conditions under which the

masses may become capable of leading their own struggle.

Luxemburg's emphasis on the masses opens up in her analysis



122

the enormous significance of internalized oppression.
Socialism is not a takeover of power by a party leadership,
it is fundamentally a process through which the masses
increasingly become capable of self-rule.

So far Luxemburg's argument against a type of
leadership who objectifies and instrumentalizes the masses
suggests its opposite, a leadership that can foster and
nurture the potential of the masses themselves. Luxemburg
sees Lenin's conception of the relationship between party
and masses based on complete subordination as destroying
creativity and the potential for growth. The heavy hand of
authority constricts the development of a mass movement. 1In
strong language she compares Lenin to a slavemaster brutally
exploiting the labor of the masses and seeing them only as a
means to achieve his aims.

The ultra-centralism asked by Lenin is full of the
sterile spirit of the overseer. It is not a
positive and creative spirit. Lenin's concern is
not so much to make the activity of the party more
fruitful as to control the party--to narrow the

movement rather than to develop it to bind rather
than unify it.37

Again Luxemburg uses strong direct language. The
kind of hierarchical centralized control embodied in Lenin's
form of organization will "enslave a young labor moﬁement."
It is the antithesis of the conditions of the growth of
class consciousness and empowerment. It will stop the
movement dead, "immobilize" it and turn it into a.robotized

instrument of the top. Intellectuals like Lenin who wish to
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oversee every move of the masses can potentially destroy the
seeds of growth.

Again, as she did with the German leaders, she
returns to the question of the pfimacy of the subjective
process, the process through which the masses develop their
own awareness, skills, capacity for creation. A leadership
that attempts to prevent mistakes by suppressing freedom is
destroying the very essence of movement's life force and
vitality. The cure is worse than the disease. What emerges
is a subjugated mass which has been irreparably harmed by
the intervention.

Stop the natural pulsation of a living organism, and
you weaken it, and you diminish its resistance and
combative spirit--in this instance, not only against
opportunism but also ... against the existing social
order. The proposed means turn against the end they
are supposed to serve.38

Luxemburg's use of organic imagery as against the
mechanistic imagery tﬁat Lenin has of the masses is sig-
nificant. She juxtaposes the what she sees as the inherent
life of the movement, its "pulsating as a living organism,"
against the bureaucratic conception of Lenin and his
followers. The organism is not a hapless object, but has a
life and will of its own. A leadership that does not
recognize this poses a clear danger to the organism.

She emphasizes again that organization must develop
its form and purpose out of the dialectic between conscious-
ness and objective historical conditions. Lenin's concept

can only prevail as long as the masses are not engaged in

struggle.



124

A manual of regulations may master the life of a
small sect or a private circle. An historic current
however, will pass through the mesh of the most
subtly worded statutory paragraph.3??

. Bureaucratic regulations cannot for once and all
time solve the problem of developing organization within the
socialist movement. The class struggle itself will reopen
these qﬁestions.

Similarly, she argues that organization must reflect
the intentions and purposes of those who create them. She
reverses the reified conception of organization that Lenin
advocates. Members are not servants of this organization,
but its opposite, the organization must serve the needs of
the members. |

For us, it is not the letter, but the living spirit
carried into that organization by the membership
that decides the value of that organizational
form.4°

These two guotes suggest more concretely Luxemburg's
alternative concept of organization and leadership.
Organization is not a thing in itself, a lifeless machine.
It must constantly be recreated and reexamined in light of
the purposes and spirit of its members. It must itself
become é living dynamic force, not a dead bureaucratic
structure. As she did with the Germans, Luxemburg contrasts
her own conception of organization as a function of the
dialectical process of the masses' development with the
rigid bureaucratic elitist conception of the leaders. The

problem of organization cannot be legislated for all time,

it must become an open ended question.
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Similarly this conception of organization suggests a
leadership that is not rigid, elitist, or hierarchical but a
leadership who can work collectively with others to reflect
upon the stage of development of the movement, the condi-
tions facing the movement, and the purposes of the members.

Luxemburg's closing parody of the Bolsheviks
suggests the sources of their authoritarian views as related
to a class based isolation from the masses. Though these
Bolsheviks see themselves as distinctly different than
previous revolutionary organization Luxemburg notes the
similarity with earlier 19th century terrorist groups.

It is amusing to note the strange somersaults that
the respectable human "ego" has had to perform in
recent Russian history.

Knocked to the ground, almost reduced to dust, by
Russian absolutism, the "ego" takes revenge by
turning to revolutionary activity.

In the Shape of a committee of conspirators, the
name of a non-existent Will of the People, it seats
itself on a kind of throne and proclaims it is all-
powerful .4?

In order to be acknowledged by those in authority,
these conspirators were compelled to do "strange somer-
saults." Totally isolated from the masses, they declare
themselves to be revolutionaries and the legitimate repre-
sentatives of the people.

Again, operating in a complete political wvacuum,
these same type of leaders emerge in the twentieth century.

Ignoring the emerging mass movement they proclaim themselves

to be the legitimate spokespersons for the movement. They
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attempt to attract all of the attention away from this

embryonic movement.
In time we see appear on the scene an even more
"legitimate" child of history--the Russian labor
movement. For the first time, bases for the
formation of a real "people's will" are laid on
Russian soil.
But here is the "ego" of the Russian revolutionary
again! Pirouetting on its head, it once more
proclaims itself to be the all-powerful director of
history--this time with the title His Excellency the
Central Committee of the Social Democratic Party of
Russia.*?

Once again the self-appointed leaders are attempting
to deflect attention from the "legitimate child of history."
They compete with this child by doing pirouettes, clearly
seeing themselves as the more talented. Still without any
real links to the masses they declare themselves to be the
legitimate representative of the movement.

Luxemburg argues strongly against what she sees as
Lenin's implied emphasis on individual intelligence and
cleverness against the collective process through which the
masses themselves achieve consciousness. For Luxemburg, the
process itself is more important to the development of
socialism than the benefits that come from leaders who may

be clever but are consistently elitist and authoritarian.

...The working class demands the right to make its
own mistakes and learn in the dialectic of history.

Let us speak plainly. Historically, the errors
committed by a truly revolutionary movement are
infinitely more fruitful than the infallibility of
the cleverest Central Committee.*3

Luxemburg ironically implies through her reference

to the Kantian "ego" cleverness etc. a bourgeois intellec-
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tual tradition which systematically sees the masses as
inferior beings, Contemporary Cultural-Marxist-Feminists see
this view as also characteristic of relations of patriarchy.
Luxemburg's criticisms of both German and Russian male
leaders their scientism, their emphasis on hierarchy and
domination anticipates a contemporary feminist critique of
masculine leadership.

In this chapter I have developed another dimension
of Luxemburg's criticisms 6f the most important Marxist
leaders of her time. Building on her concept of the
subjective-objective dialectic I have elaborated and
specified in Chapters Three and Four, I have shown here her
important criticism of their bureaucratic, elitist, and
hierarchical form of organization. Where these leaders
instrumentalize the masses and look at organization that is
centrally controlled as a condition of socialist transforma-
tion, she argues the opposite. Organization must emerge as
an aspect of the development of the masses themselves, their
own consciousness and capacity for action. Where the
leaders see a strong need for centralized control and
domination, she argues that such controls destroy the very
capacity of the masses to develop.

This reversal of priorities and conceptions creates a
glimpse of a radically new conception of organization and
leadership within Marxism. Organization and leaders must
consistently recognize their relationship to the masses and

must be open and responsive to the dynamic developments that
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take place within the mass movement. They are not external
or prior factors but integrally related and mutually
transforming factors in the struggle. This conception of
organization and leadership is clearly much more compatible
with a commitment towards democracy and ground up activity

and reflection.
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CHAPTER SIX

A DEMOCRATIC-INTERACTIONIST MODEL OF THE MARXIST

LEADER: LEADERSHIP AS MASS EMPOWERMENT

In this chapter I draw on Luxemburg's writings to
construct a model of a new type of democratic Marxist
political leader. I call this a democratic-interactionist
model. As I elaborate it here, emerges out of her criticism
of an elitist bureaucratic model of change which she
suggests 1s implicit in the theory and practice of the most
important leaders of her own time. I have analyzed this
criticism at length throughout the dissertation, but
especially in Chapters Two and Five.

Luxemburg's reversal of the prevailing conception of
masses and leaders has important implications for theorizing
about the role of leaders in the class struggle. Luxemburg
implies throughout her work and life that leaders must act
in ways that affirm a vision of socialism based upon the
primacy of the masses themselves. The masses are not a
means for taking power. They are the end, the purpose and
meaning of the struggle for socialism. It is because she
criticizes the Marxist leadership for treating the masses as
a means that I identify their leadership style as instru-

mental. In other words I distinguish between an instrumental
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elitist form of leadership as against an interactionist
democratic form of leadership.

Luxemburg offers a strong glimpse of the relation-
ship between masses and leaders that goes beyond the static
hierarchical conception of the major Marxist leaders of her
time. It is a relationship that is dynamic and mutually
transforming. Leaders bring into the picture their
strengths, their understanding of history, class struggle,
the dynamics of social change. They put to work their
knowledge and experience of organization and the role of
leadership itself. What is decisively different than the
prevailing model however is that they do it in ways that are
not diminishing, in ways that do not reproduce the tradi-
tional relationships of a class based society based on
hierarchy and domination. They act in ways that facilitate,
foster, and open up the sense of power and potential of the
masses themselves.

What this means is that leaders must understand and
work within the context of the dynamic developmental process
which I have elaborated in Chapters Three and Four. They
must work within the limits and possibilities established by
the mutually transforming relationship between objective and
subjective factors. In other words, leaders must con-
sistently act with reference to the level of development of
the masses themselves, their consciousness and their sense

of empowerment. In Luxemburg's model, an awareness and
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sensitivity to this dynamic unfolding process is a new and
highly significant quality that leaders must cultivate.

Against the prevailing model of the leaders as
science-guided practitioner Luxemburg brings leaders back to
human dimensions. They make errors and mistakes, they make
misjudgments and miscalculations. Neither leaders nor
masses are treated as privileged from human error. Leaders
themselves must grow, change and develop through reflection
on their own experience includihg their relationship to the
masses themselves. A mutually transforming dynamic re-
lationship means that each side must be open to the other,
each side must grow and learn through the shared situation.
Leaders must become participants and develop through the
struggle itself. A dynamic mutually transforming relation-
ship means a commitment by leaders to recognize the po-
‘tential of the masses themselves, and its reverse the masses
look towards leaders when it is clear that leaders are
committed to acting in ways that foster mass empowerment.

As 1n any relationship Luxemburg sees tension and
problems between leaders and masses at different historical
junctures. There are moments when the masses are clearly
reactionary and leaders are progressive; there are moments
when leaders are reactionary and the masses are progressive.
The working out of this relationship is a problem of great
magnitude within Marxism. Luxemburg does not provide all of

the answers or specifics but what she does do is make the
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relationship problematic--calling it into question within
the prevailing Marxism.

In treating masses and leaders in a mutually
transforming dynamic relationship, Luxemburg opens the way
for seeing various configurations that this relationship can
take in different historical moments. Leaders do not
disappear in Luxemburg's glimpse of a democratic cultural
Marxism. They remain constant elements whose importance and
role depends upon circumstance. What becomes important to
her however is the consistency of their commitment and
action with regard to the'empowerment of the masses them-
selves.

My elaboration of this democratic-interactionist
type of Marxist political leader is based on Luxemburg's
writings of what I have called the later historical period,
from 1914 until her death in 1919. During this period
Luxemburg is compelled by the events of her own time to give
much greater weight and attention to the role of leaders
than she did in the earlier historical period. These events
include the devastating experience of World War I in 1917, a
moment of potentially revolutionary transformation in the
Spartacist Revolt of 1918 in Germany, and the victory of the
Bolsheviks in Russia in 1917. Each of these historical
moments provide an important occasion for Luxemburg to
theorize about the relationships between leaders and masses.

In keeping with the parameters of this study, I will

not attempt to judge the truth of the historical issues that
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are raised by these events. They are for me a backdrop to
looking at the broader question of Luxemburg's conception of

the relationship between masses and leaders.

¢

Marxist Leadership in a Period of
Crisis: Maintaining Hope and a
Glimpse of Democratic Possibilities

World War I represented perhébs the greatest
personal and polifical challenge to Luxemburg's continued
faith in the primacy of the masses. Though highly critical
of the German leaders before the war, Luxemburg witnesses
and testifies to the complete capitulation of the leadership
of the German Social Democratic Party, and the International
itself to the goals of imperialist and nationalist expan-
sion. Even more significantly from the point of view of her
analysis is the total capitulation of the masses themselves.
Their passive acceptance 9f the war time ideology of
nationalism and imperialism signifies to Luxemburg that for
the moment fhey have been swept up in the dreams of the
ruling class and abandoned their own critical historical
perspective. In response to these events Luxemburg writes

the Junius Pamphlet from her cell in prison in the spring of

1915.1 She also writes a notable series of letters which
provide important background insights into the period and
her state of mind.?2

While clearly shaken by the events of this period I
stress that Luxemburg remains consistent in her argument for
the primacy of the masses. Her theoretical analysis which

sees change as the mutually transforming dynamic between



136

objective and subjective conditions becomes an important
resource for her to withstand the difficulties of this
period.

Because she.has a different view of the masses than
virtually everyone on the left, including her former friends
and allies in the left wing of the German Social Democratic
party, she takes a different view of the crisis. While
recognizing the intensely reactionary climate that has
shaped.the beliefs and actions of the masses, she still
affirms their capacity to become class conscious and capable
of resistance.

Important to her evaluation of the historical
possibilities in this kind of period is having a theoretical
perspective which sees histor& not in linear terms but as
moments marked by progressive as well as reactionary
possibilities. She does not romanticize the masses, but
neither does she write them out of history. Through a
process of reflection and self criticism she sees the
possibility for the masses to recognize and rectify mis-
takes, reemerging with greater clarity and consistency.
Crisis is both an end and a beginning that may contain
within it the seeds of new possibilities.

She sees a stronger more interventionist role for
leaders in a period of reaction than when the masses are
clearly moving. In this kind of period leaders must carry
on the struggle virtually alone. They must become the

repositories of a vision of socialism which the masses have
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temporarily abandoned. More importantly they must act in
ways that keep open the possibilities for the development of
class consciousness and a sense of collective empowerment.

While recognizing the extremely unfavorable objec-
tive historical conditions, Luxemburg forcefully argues that
leaders must do what they can to keep alive the possibili-
ties of mass struggle. They must translate their potential
consciousness into concerted action. First and foremost
leaders must struggle to maintain existing democratic
liberties in the hope that this will provide a forum for
critical discussion of the war, imperialism, and the state.
Without romanticizing the existing situation, she still
argues that even under the most desperate conditions leaders
can act. Through their actions they must atteﬁpt to keep
open historical possibilities.

Luxemburg's conception of the reversal of the
relationship between masses and leaders is the framework
from which she continues her criticism of the German SPD
leaders that she developed in the early period. They have
taken their scientistic instrumental views one step further
during the war and completely sacrificed the class struggle
for the sake of appearing to be skillful players within the
existing parliamentary system. Consistent with her earlier
criticism she sees them as willing to seek any accommodation
in order to maintain institutional power within the state.

Despite the continued formal existence of the SPD,

its phenomenal form, she sees 1its vitalizing spirit, the
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conscious opposition to the reactionary politics of the
ruling classes no longer animating it. Though Luxemburg is
clearly critical of the SPD in 1906, this post-mortem goes
much further in pointing to the logic of a policy that sees
the achievement of immediate tangible gains as more import-
ant than the overall health and importance of the class
struggle.
The social democracy did not adopt the wrong policy
--it had not policy whatsoever. It has wiped itself
out completely as a class party with a world
conception of its own, has delivered the country,
without a word of protest to the fate of the
imperialist war without and the dictatorship of the
sword within.?

Luxemburg argues that the SPD leaders have cut
themselves off from the very root sources of their own
existence. They have abandoned the masses to the repressive
and imperialistic politics of the German state. They have
demonstrated themselves to be a leadership without any .
recognition of their historic relationship to the mass
movement.

But more in refuting the existence of the class
struggle, the social democracy has denied the very
basis of its own existence. What is the very breath
of its body, if not the class struggle, the funda-
mental principle of its existence.?

Insisting here on the reversal of the relationship
between leaders and masses, socialist leaders did not create
or invent the class struggle. Marxist leaders must recog-
nize that their authority and power derive exclusively from

their historic role as the embodiment of the potentials and

possibilities of the masses themselves.
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How is this miracle to be understood? The class
struggle is known to be not a social democratic
invention that can be arbitrarily set aside for a
period of time whenever it may seem convenient to do
so. The proletarian class struggle is older than
the social democracy, is an elementary product of
class society.’

In abandoning the masses the SPD leadership has
become not a significant force for resisting oppression but
an integral part of the state apparatus. They have will-
ingly let go of whatever legal safeguards the masses might
have employed to resist the policies of the war and the
repression at home. These leaders have become instruments
of stabilizing the status quo and the existing class
relationships.

...1t [the SPD leaders] has handed over every weapon
that the working class possessed that might have
empowered the masses to mobilize public opinion in
their own direction, to exert an effective pressure
of peace. By assuring militarism of peace and quiet
at home, the social democracy has given its military
rulers permission to follow their own course without
even considering the interests of the masses has
unleashed the most unbridled imperialistic tenden-
cies.®

This is leadership who sees its role not as one of
empowering the masses but of delivering them to the camp of
the government, Luxemburg is especially critical of their
willing support of the repression of democratic rights and
liberties. This acquiescence on the part of the leadership
has undermined the will of the masses themselves to openly
resist the authorities.

The passive submission of the social democracy to
the present state of siege and its vote for war
credits without attaching the slightest conditions

thereto, its acceptance of civil peace, has de-
moralized the masses, the only existing pillar of
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German constitutional government, has strengthened'
the reaction of its rulers, the enemies of constitu-
tional government.’

Luxemburg addresses those within the SPD who are
themselves disoriented by this complete turn around of
positions and principles that the party had enunciated for
years. She implies that the theoretical positions of the
party on the war, imperialism and class struggle were never
problematic. Its practice, however in the past and present
subverted its principles. She excoriates the SPD leadership
for its excessively instrumental policies that result in not
merely compromising principles, but abandoning them. Those
leaders who remain connected to the Mérxist legacy must
renew their own faith in these historic possibilities.
Quoting Marx she makes the link with previous generations of
Marxist leaders who felt abandoned by the party and by the
masses themselves.

With the strengthened confidence that he must win,
he is more than ever certain that he and his party
need no new principles, that events and conditions
must finally come to meet them. [No reference to

Marx's work given].®

She encourages these potential new leaders to
recognize their links to the past. History is not a linear
process without its backward and difficult moments. Leaders
cénnot look to the external situation for all of the answers
that they need. They must take consolation.in a recognition
that their experience of demoralization and isolation is one

that has ' been shared by others who have been part of the

struggle to achieve socialism.
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Gigantic as his problems are his mistakes. No
firmly fixed pain, no orthodox ritual that holds
good for all times, shows him the path that he must
travel. Historical experience is his only teacher,
his Via Dolorosa to freedom is covered not only with
unspeakable suffering, but with countless historical
mistakes.®

To those leaders in despair the recognition that
history is not linear but an uneven process is a source of
hope. They can begin to conceive of a future in which other
possibilities might emerge.

A first step towards the regeneration of both masses
and leaders in this period is the engagement with the past,
the reflection on history as a source of rectification for
the future. Luxemburg addresses first the leaders who must
take primary responsibility for the failures of this period.

But the German social democracy was not only the
strongest body, it was the thinking brain of the
International as well. Therefore the process of
self-analysis and appraisement must begin in its own
movement, with its own case. It is honor bound ...
to proceed with the unsparing criticism of its own
shortcomings.!?©

Similarly she argues that not only leaders, but the
masses themselves, must open up this process of self-reflec-
tion on their experience. Here again we see a link between
objective and subjective factors. Objectively what is
required is that masses and leaders chart a new course. She
implies that they will be unable to do this without con-
fronting themselves, their past and their mistakes.
Subjective reflection on past experience is as necessary to

achieving change as externally directed action.

This unsparing self-criticism is not only a fun-
damental necessity but the highest duty of the
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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 dishonored, 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.l?!

Luxemburg here suggests that reflectibn on lived
experience is the main way in which masses and leaders renew
their historic commitments to socialist ideas and prin-
ciples. This process of self-reflection opens up the
personal and political links of the oppressed themselves to
their own history and lived experience, "the golden treas-
ures." It provides a means for leaders to examine their own
mistakes. Such activity does not wipe out the past or set
everything right, it does make it possible however to move
on, to build on these lessons and act.

Because Luxemburg sees social change as a dynamic
interaction between subjective and objective historical
conditions however she does not see the masses as static
unchanging objects. Though passive and reactionary at the
moment she does not see this consciousness as necessary
permanent and unchangeable. Both masses and leaders still
have the potential to act in ways that renew the possibility
of class struggle.

While calling upon both of these groups to engage in
self-criticism, she places a special responsibility on the
existing parliamentary leadership to act, partially because
they are strategically placed to reach the widest audience.

First and foremost they must use whatever resources exist to
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renew debate, discussion, and action on the issues of the

war and imperialism.
Thus the parliamentary stage, for instance, the only
far reaching and internationally conspicuous
platform could have become a mighty motive power for
the awakening of the people, had it been used by the
social democratic representatives to proclaim loudly
and distinctly, the problems and demands of the
working class.1?

Similarly she argues leaders must act in ways that
fundamentally challenge the passivity and amorality en-
couraged by the ruling class. Leaders must become catalysts
of renewed class struggle.

The centuries have proven that not the state of
siege, but relentless class struggle, is the power
that awakens the spirit of self-sacrifice, the moral
strength of the masses ...13

Luxemburg recognizes that in reactionary moments
Marxist leaders who remain committed to a vision of social
change from below can feel extremely isolated. Attacked by
the government and by the masses themselves their choices go
unrewarded and unrecognized in their own historical period.
Thus she returns over and over to the examples of Bebel and
William Liebnicht who resisted the temptation to be popular
by renouncing their principles. They sustained their vision
of the potentiality of the masses in the face of the
evidence of the immediate empirical moment. Quoting from
Liebnicht's diary:

The hurricane of human passions, breaking, bending
destroying all that stands in its way... At such a
time what is the will and strength of the
individual? Especially, when one feels that one

represent a tiny minority, that one possesses no
firm support in the people itself.l4



144

Luxemburg acknowledges that leaders in this situa-
tion have limited powers. They cannot guarantee that their
actions will produce the desired aims. However she strongly
argues that leaders have an obligation to act, even if they
do not succeed. 1In sustaining their principles they stand
out as exemplary models for future generations.

'Would the masses have supported the social

democracy in its attitude against the war?' That is
a question that no one can answer. But neither is
it an important one... They go into the fight,
whenever necessity demands it, without previous
assurance of success.!?®
What is important is upholding principles and ideals which
sustain ‘a 1link with the past and future. Moral action,
action based on principle, has its own internal rewards.
Quoting Liebnicht and Bebel, Luxemburg writes:
'A party that is to conquer the world must bear its
principles aloft without counting the dangers that
this may bring. To act differently is to be
lost.'t® '

Luxemburg's conception of the leader has almost an
existential quality. People of consciousness have an
obligation to act despite potential negative repercussions,
despite the possibility of failure. Without sustaining
these ideals they spiritually die and the struggle dies with
them. The struggle lives on primarily through the con-
sciousness of those who carry it from one generation to the
next. They leave an historical legacy.

They [Liebnicht and Bebel] stuck to their posts, and
for forty years the social democracy lived upon the

moral strength with which it had opposed a world of
enemies.l’
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Luxemburg argues that had the German social demo-
cratic leaders held on to this concept of class struggle and
acted upon it they too could have sparked the masses to
resist. The strength of the convictions of the leaders
would have communicated itself to those among the masses who
were more opeh to conscious reflection. These forces might
have constituted the beginnings of a mass movement against
the war and the state of siege.

The voice of our party would have acted as a wet
blanket on the chauvinistic intoxication of the
masses. It would have preserved the intelligent
proletariat from delirium, would have it [sic] more
difficult for imperialism to poison and to stupefy
the minds of the people. The crusade against the
social democracy would have awakened the masses in
an incredibly short time.l®

In moments of crisis Luxemburg still puts her faith
in the dynamic process between the objective and subjective
dimensions of the struggle which allow for the possibility
of the masses to become class conscious and capable of
action. She treats the possibility of renewal of struggle
as not simply determined by objective conditions, but by the
conscious choices and actions that people take.

In moments of crisis, however, Luxemburg gives the
more important role in facilitating and making pbssible the
class struggle to leaders. When the masses have become
reactionary it is up to leaders to carry on.the historical
and theoretical legacy of Marxist ideas and to act in ways

that open up collective possibilities for mass consciousness

and action.
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Against the scientistic prevailing model of thé
Marxist leéder, Luxemburg recognizes that leaders too go
through crisis, experience despair and a sense of isolation.
For them to assume this difficult role of catalyst they musf
reconnect with their own strengths, confront their mistakes,
learn from past as well as present experience. Thus for
Luxemburg the process of leaders engaging in self-reflection
and reflection on the past becomes an important step in
renewing the class struggle. Reflection is not subordinate
to action but an important moment in its own right. This is
consistent with Luxemburg's emphasis on inner processes,
consciousness, as well as outer external ones, action.

Equally important is that leaders must take concrete
steps which continue to open up the possibilities and
potentials for mass action. Leaders have an obligation to
keep open the institutional means for resistance- and the
arena for critical debate and discussion. Luxemburg does
not delude herself that immoral and irresponsible action can
be wiped out by good deeds and good intentions. Even in
moments of crisis Luxemburg remains cognizant of the
subjective factor in history. While recognizing the
historical limits on the possibilities of class struggle
during this period yet she expresses the hope that new
conditions may bring forth renewed possibilities. 1In the
meantime a historical perspective and a consciousness of the

process through which both masses and leaders change can
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create hope, or at least allow those who remain committed to

survive.

A Democratic Marxist Leadership
in a Period of Revolution

In this section I will look at how Luxemburg applied
her democratic Marxist model of leadership during a time of
revolution. I will examine Luxemburg's theory of leadership
during what has been called the Spartacist Revolt in
Germany. This revolt took place in early November 1918 and
was crushed in January of 1919, at which time Luxemburg was
murdered with her comrade Karl Liebknicht.

Specifically, in this chapter I will show just how
Luxemburg's writings of 1918 and 1919 added a major con-
tribution to a democratic-interactionist model of a Marxist
political leader. To her this type of leade; remains
committed to a theory in which the masses are not only the
dominant main agents of change but its primary force.
Luxemburg retains this commitment to the primacy of the mass
struggle until the end of her life.

The Spartacist Revolt also raises important chal-
lenges to Luxemburg's reversal of the relationship between
leaders and masses. In tangible material terms the revolt
failed. While achieving its initial aim'of creating a
constitutional form of government it was not able to achieve
deeper structural changes. Some interpreters have even gone
further in criticizing the revolt as nothing more than an

abortive attempt by a group of malcontent dissidents. Even
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more disturbing to some interpreters, Luxemburg and her
comrade Karl Liebnicht were murdered as a direct response to
the Spartacist movement of which they were important
founders and spokespersons.

Yet aespite Luxemburg own recognition of the
problems and shortcomings inherent in the movement Luxemburg
insists until her death that its significance lay in pre-
cisely its origins as a genuine expression of the masses'
own recognition of their historical conditions of op-
pression. She continues to assert the importance of leaders
affirming and working within the context of a 1living
chénging dynamic mass movement. It is these activities from
below, rather than the policy changes being considered at
the top that carry within them the genuine seeds of revolu-
tionary potential.

Luxemburg's interpretation of this revolt is
consistent with her overall theory of social change which I
have elaborated. Leaders must consistently and continuously
define their own actions in relationship to the struggles
and reflections of the masses themselves.

Luxemburg's belief in the unpredictable, uneven
nature of the historical process is rewarded at the im-
mediate close of the war. Out of what appears to be nowhere
the masses act upon the grievous hardships that they
suffered during the war. After a series of large demonstra-
tions which then lead to economic strikes the Kaiser

abdicates and the parliamentary wing of the SPD is thrust
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into bower. As this movement unfolds the masses create
workers and soldiers councils modeled after the Russian
soviets of 1917. These councils claim the right to be part
of a process of creating a new democratic German constitu-
tion.1?

During the final period of her life, Luxemburg
expresses even more strongly and clearly her commitment to
the empowerment of the masses as the primary agents of
change. To start with, she asserts that:

In all previous revolutions a small minority of the
people led the revolutionary struggle, gave it aim
and direction, and used the mass only as an instru-
ment to carry out its interests, the interests of
the minority, through to victory. The socialist
revolution is the first which is in the interest of
the great majority and can be brought to victory
only by a great majority of the working people
themselves.2?

Luxemburg distinguishes between what she sees as the
differences between a socialist revolution and all other
types of revolution. In all other types of revolution the
masses are simply used by the leadership, they are "an
instrument" to carry out its aims. In a socialist revolu-
tion the masses consciously define their own aims and
purposes. Only they can achieve the kind of transformation
that is in their interests. Here we see a distinction
between her perspective and that of the other major leaders
during her period. Though they define themselves as
socilalists, she still implies that they too see the masses

as "merely instruments," as vehicles for achieving state

power. In their view the party or the leadership represents
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the "interests of the masses." Luxemburg makes clear that
the party is no substitute for the masses. The masses must
conduct this struggle themselves with leadership in a
subordinate position.

Luxemburg explicitly makes this point against the
assumptions of the majority SPD leadership. She also makes
much the same point in her criticisms of the Bolsheviks in
1917. Socialism is not simply the use of the state ap-
paratus in the interests of the workers. It is the fun-
damental transformation of all the basic social, political,
economic, and cultural relations of capitalism. It is the
creation of new institutions and relationships. This
process can only, Luxemburg repeats, be brought about
through the actions of the masses in which each and every
worker's participation in the struggle is critical.

Socialism will and cannot be created by decrees, nor
can it be established by any government, however
socialistic. Socialism must be created by the
masses, by every proletarian. Where the chains of
capitalism are forged, there they must be broken.
Only that is socialism, and only thus can socialism
be created.??

This weighty statement resonates as both affirmation
and warning to those engaged in the struggle for socialism

down through the ages. Here once again, as she did in the

Mass Strike, Luxemburg invokes the metaphor of the "chains

of capitalism." These chains refer to the 6bjective
material conditions that workers experience in their own
lives, the state, the employers which are organized as a

system of institutions and social relations. In the Mass
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Strike, the "chains" also however suggested the subjective
dimension of the workers"existence, their passivity, fatal
acceptance, of these relationships, their belief in the
inevitability of this form of social organizatipn.22

By insisting that socialism cannot be created from
above by a political leadership that sits at the helm of the
state, no matter how conscious or committed that leadership
is, Luxemburg is arguing that neither these institutions nor
the consciousness of the masses can be genuinely transformed
without the very active participation of the masses in this
process. Evéry proletarian must become engaged. This is
demanded from the point of view of the sheer material forces
and power at the disposal of the bourgeoisie, but it is also
demanded from the point of view of liberating each and every
| proletarian to become conscious creative revolutionaries.
Thus no leadership, no matter how good willed, can achieve
this. aim. The power and participation of the masses is a
necessity.

Luxemburg continues to make this point very clearly
even in the sphere that both parliamentary leaders and Lenin
considers most lends itself to state action, the passage of
laws to provide for the socialization of the economy.

The economic overturn, 1ikewise; can be accomplished
only if the process is carried out by proletarian
mass action. The naked decrees of socialization on
by the highest revolutionary authorities are by

themselves empty phrases. Only the working through
of its own activity can make the word flesh.23

i

The phrase "the working through of its own ac-

tivity," reiterates a struggle against objective and
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subjective conditions. "The word becomes flesh," becomés
real, tangible, and palpable when the masses at the gfass
roots create new institutions and social relations to
replace the old ones. "The working through" also suggests a
reflective process of developing consciousness and aware-
ness. As workers struggle to create these new institutions
they become more conscious and aware of the nature of the
system that they are replacing. They come to understand in
a more direct way what is capitalism. They also begin to
see themselves differently in light of this struggle. These
dynamics occur simultaneously through their own activity.

In the latter part of the passage, Luxemburg
emphasizes the objective nature of capitalism which requires
the struggle to be conducted by the masses on the grass
roots local level.

The workers can achieve control over production, and
ultimately real power, by means of tenacious
struggle with capital, hand to hand, in every shop
with direct mass pressure, with strikes and with the
creation of its own permanent representative
organs.24

Only by seizing the means of production wherever
capital manifests itself, in every local shop, is the power
of capital laid to rest. Only when workers have installed
their own representatives to direct the operation of these
productive units do you have the beginnings of socialism.
Socialism is a new form of society in which the workers are

empowered to run the economic machinery and in the process

transform it.
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However, Luxemburg reiterates that the process of
political struggle with capital at the grassroots is not
divorced from the subjective transformation that is re-
quifed. In order to effectively run a socialist economy the
workers must achieve a new level of political and social
awareness.

They have to develop industriousness without the
capitalist ethic, the highest productivity without
slave drivers, discipline without the yoke of
authority and the strictest self discipline, the
truest public spirit of the masses are the moral
foundations of socilialist society, just as stupidity,
egotism, and corruption are the moral foundations of
a capitalist society.23

Simply winning power is not enough, though neces-
sary. What is necessary is that those who now have the
power act acqording to different principles and values than
the bourgeoisie who came before. They must become people
who came before. They must become people who act out of
social commitment and a spirit of cooperation.

This however can take place only, Luxemburg argues,
out of the experienée of the struggle itself. No leadership
can implant these values. The true recognition of what a
socialist ethic or morality is comes throﬁgh the course of
struggle itself.

All these socialist civic virtues, together with the
knowledge and skills necessary to direct socialist
enterprises, can be won by the mass of workers only
through their own activity, their own experience.?®
In this model of political leadership, therefore, a

leader must recognize both the objective constraints and

subjective possibilities in achieving these aims. In turn,
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this feconstitution makes an alternative ieader a midwife
through a revolutionary process. This concept of midwife,
or guide through the process, assumes a level of knowledge
that the masses may not yet have acquired. But it also
affirms that the leader is serving the masses' own primacy
and struggle. To help is to nurture, foster, bring out a
potential that already exists.

As midwife, Luxemburg's strong emphasis on the
subjective as well as the objective dimension of the
revolutionary process is evident in her responses to the
first demonstrations organized by the workers and soldiers
in Noveﬁber of 1918. The masses have acted in response to
the brutal and miserable conditions of the war. Action is
however only a first step. Still committed to a dialectical
view of the struggle, equally important is that the masses
confront their own mistakes and errors from the past. They
must engage in self-criticism and reflection as a means of
recognizing and rectifying their own mistakes.

The revolution has begun. What is called for is not
jubilation at what has been accomplished, nor
triumph over the beaten foe, but the strictest self-
criticism and iron concentration of energy in order
to continue the work that has been begun.??

Luxemburg remains true to her conception that
objective historical conditions establish limits as well as
possibilities. Class consciousness cannot be created

overnight. The masses who were yesterday murderers do not

suddenly change into revolutionaries. Only through con-
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tinuous struggle and reflection on their own lived ex-

perience can the masses clarify their goals and objectives.
The reactionary state of the civilized world will
not become a revolutionary people's state within
twenty-four hours. Soldiers who yesterday as
gendarmes of the reaction, were murdering the
revolutionary proletariat in Finland, Russia and the
Ukraine, and workers who calmly allowed this to
happen have not become in twenty four hours sup-
porters of socialism and clearly aware of its
goals.28

As a midwife to social change Luxemburg's own sense
of historical possibilities is changed by‘the activity and
struggles of the masses themselves. She notes with en-
thusiasm the quickness with which the masses have developed
a new awareness of their conditions of oppression and the
degree to which their own latent energies and powers have
been liberated through the struggle.

Anyone who witnessed yesterday's mass demonstrations
in the Siegasealle, who felt the adamant revolution-
ary conviction, this magnificent mood, this energy
that the masses exuded, must conclude that politi-
cally the proletariat have grown enormously through
their experience of recent weeks in the latest
events. They have become aware of their power, and
all that remains is for them to avail themselves of
this power.2?

Luxemburg insists that leaders who support the
masses and are engaged in the mass struggle must recognize
and respect this developmental process. In her lecture to
the founding members of the Spartacist League she provides
important insights into the sensibilities réquired of a new
type democratic-interactionist leader. She argues that
would-be leaders must consistently relate their own ideas

and actions to the level of the masses' own consciousness
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and readiness to act. Leaders can be teachers, but a type
of empowering teacher who consistently recognize the
strengths of the masses themselves.

To illustrate this perspective Luxemburg speaks to
the young organizers who are founding the KPD, the Communist
Party of Germany. She cautions these would be leaders to
respect the self-changing process through which the masses
are developing. The masses have already shown the innate
capacity to create the objective historical forms which
represent the antithesis of capitalism, the wo;kers and
soldiers councils.

...that on November 9th the first cry of the revolu-
tion, as instinctive as the cry of the newborn
child, found the watchwords which will lead us to
socialism: workers and soldiers councils.3¢

In this analysis Luxemburg brings to bare her own
theoretical and historical overview. These workers'
institutions have historical analogues in the experience of
other working class movements, Russia most recently.
Moreover they structurally embody an alternative fofm of
economic and political decision making. While thus fecog-
nizing their objective historical significance by virtue of
her knowledge of Marxist theory and history, she also
recognizes the significance of the reality that it was
workers who created these institutions out of reflection on
their own conditions of oppression. These institutions were
"instinctual" responses of the workers to their own condi-

tions of oppression.
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Luxemburg reiterates that despite the revolutionary
potential of these institutions they will not automatically
become revolutionary institutions. Before they can become
alternative forms of economic and political rule the workers
themselves must recognize their objective potential.
Luxemburg once again strongly emphasizes the necessity of
leaders to see and work with these emerging historical
possibilities.

...it was no more than the first childish faltering
footsteps of the revolution which has many arduous
tasks to perform and a long road to travel before
realizing the promise of its first watchwords.3?

Similarly, she warns the Spartacists organizers that
they should not expect too much too soon. Leaders must have
patience and recognize that the development of consciousness
is an uneven process.

It was the first stage of a revolutionary overthrow
whose main tasks lie in the economic field:...Its
steps were as naive and unconscious as those of a
child groping its way, not knowing which way it is
going; for at this stage, I repeat, the revolution
had a purely political character.32

Here again Luxemburg applies her conception of
change to the concrete historical moment. Her sense of the
dynamics of a revolutionary situation leads her to assert
strongly the likelihood that this political movement will
increasingly take an economic turn. At the same time she
insists that it is only the masses who can make this happen.

Only they have the power and the capacity to create the new

institutions of socialism. By implication leaders who
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attempt to create these conditions from above will not
create socialism.

Only in the last two or three weeks have strikes
broken out quite spontaneously. Let us be clear: it
is the very essence of this revolution that strikes
will become more and more extensive, that they must
become more and more the central focus, the key
aspect of the revolution...The struggle for social-
ism has to be fought out by the masses, by the
masses alone, breast to breast against capitalism,
in every factory, by every proletarian against his
emploggr. Only then will it be a socialist revolu-
tion.

Luxemburg is very clear about the significance of
the German "soviets" as challenging in its very essence the
economic and political relations of capitalism. They
signify the potential abolition of the bourgeois state with
its separation from society and its illusory independence
from economic life. They reconstitute the unity between
economic and political decision-making. They reintegrate
the political functions of decision-making with those of
administration.

We have to seize power, and the problem of the
seizure of power poses the question: what does each
of the workers and soldiers councils in all Germany
do, what can it do, what must it do? The power is
there! We must undermine the bourgeois state by
putting an end everywhere to the cleavage in public
powers, to the cleavage between legislative and
executive power. These powers must be in the hands
of the workers and soldiers councils.34

At the same time that this long range view presses
the leadership forward to act, to maximize this "soviet"
possibility, she raises the question: what can be done? The

leadership's action must take into account the level of

readiness and awareness of the masses. Objectively the
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"power is there," subjectively the workers might not
experience themselves as ready to take power. It is in this
gap bétween the objective possibilities of the revolutionary
process and the subjective awareness of the workers that the
leaders find their calling. And even within the Spartacist
grouping there is not a clear understanding of this.

But before these steps can be taken the members of

our own party and the proletarians in general must

be educated. Even where workers and soldiers

councils exist there is a lack of consciousness of

the purpose for which they exist.35

Luxemburg remains highly optimistic about the

possibilities inherent within the process. Neither leader-
ship nor masses are fixed static points. Both must learn.
But the process of learning is inherent within the ex-
perience of struggle.

The masses of the workers who are already organized

in workers and soldiers councils are miles away from

having adopted such an outlook and then only

isolated proletarian minorities are clearly con-

scious of their tasks. But this is not a lack, but

rather the normal state of affairs. The masses must

learn how to use power by using power. There is no

other way to teach them.3¢

The commitment to acting within an ongoing autono-

mous process of mass struggle from below is the main
difference between Luxemburg's model of the Marxist leader
and that of her counterparts. Leadership even when it
"knows better" cannot and should not attempt to preempt the
process. It is through the use of power, through its own
trials and errors, that the masses learn what is necessary,
"there is no other way to teach them." She explicitly

acknowledges this difference. Revolution must come from
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beiow, leaders must work with the maéses as they create the
new institutions and relationship of socialism out of their
own struggles and reflections on thosé struggles.
We must work from beneath, and this correéponds to
the mass character of our revolution which aims at
the foundation of the social constitution; it
corresponds to the character of the present proleta-
rian revolution that the conquest of political power
must come not from above but from below.37

I have argued in the previous section on the leader
as midwife that she takes the importance of the subjective
dimension within the context of Marxist theory about as far
as she can. She makes an absolute priority of the masses
themselves developing class consciousness and a capacity for
action from reflection on their own struggle. However, as a
Marxist Luxemburg still places a good deal of emphasis on
objective historical conditions. While the development of
the class consciousness and capacity of the action is a
priority, this process does not take place under chosen or
optimal historical conditions. The class struggle inevit-
ably unleashes yet new and more powerful attempts by the
rulers to suppress it.

Under fhese kinds of crisis-like conditions there
are moments when leaders must intervene more strongly. As
during World War I, here too they must frequently become the
chief initiators of action and struggle, they must draw the
lessons for the masses out of their own historical and
theoretical knowledge and based on their previous ex-

perience. As leaders their chief responsibility becomes one

of protecting and safeguarding the revolution against
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growing dangers. Under these conditions Luxemburg stretches
the concept of midwife to its limits. The fierce love of
the leaders for the embryonic revolution must move them to
become watchdogs or guardians over the movement.

In revolution, then, to be an alternative kind of
midwife or watchdog is far from simple. The revolution does
Anot wait. The forces of reaction grow in response to the
ever growing threat of the masses. Thus time and timing is
a central issue. Leaders do not have all day to make
decisions or contemplate alternatives. They must act
strongly and clearly with a recognition that timing is often
a life and death issue.

Luxemburg, as can be seen in the next few quotes,
puts more pressure on leaders than on the masses. The
masses need time for exploring, for discovering, and even
for making mistakes. Leaders who have defined themselves as
Marxists and socialists should already know, based on their
theoretical and historical knowledge, and experience what is
required of them. They are expected to be more attuned to
the dangers of the moment. This is the meaning of making
the claim to be leaders, having a greater consciousness,
awareness, and éensitivity to the dynamic historical process
of the class struggle. Yet clearly Luxemburg sees a wide
range of the present leadership failing in these reéponsi-
bilities. She says so, again and agéin.

For one, we should note that Luxemburg is as

unsentimental as Lenin about the objective forces that
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threaten the revolution. More than that, like Lenin she
calls for a dictatorship of the proletariat, the arming of
the working class, the challenging of the centralized power
of the state. A new kind of leader must also act in ways
that mobilize the masses, that energize them to assault the
state.

Sweeping measures must be undertaken immediately.

Clear and speedy directives must be given to the

masses, to the soldiers faithful to the revolution.

Their energy, their bellicosity must be directed

towards the right goals. The wavering elements of

the troops can be won for the sacred cause of the

people by means of resolute and clear actions taken

by the revolutionary bodies.3® ‘

Leaders must act in ways that alert the masses to
the dangers of the situation. They must lose no time in
mobilizing the masses for the struggle ahead. Without clear
decisive direction the masses lose confidence, they "waver"
in their loyalties. Under these extreme circumstances the
masses look to leaders for clarity, direction, and strong
guidance. |

Unlike Lenin, perhaps, Luxemburg's strategy for
disarming the state is not exclusively or primarily mil-
itary. The military struggle is one aspect of a process
that involves strengthening those local oréans of workers'
power that have already emerged in the struggle, the workers
and soldiers councils. Luxemburg calls upon the Social
Democratic government to act clearly and swiftly to
sérengthen these institutions.

Every step, every act by the government must, like a

compass, point in the direction, re-election and
improvement of the workers and soldiers councils so
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that the first chaotic and impulsive gestures of
their formation are replaced by a conscious process
of understanding the goals, the tasks and methods of
the revolution.3?

While not ignoring the state as an important
resource of class struggle and transformation, she argues
that the role of leaders is to use the state to strengthen
the grassroots organs of revolution. Luxemburg argues that
leadership must clearly and decisively use its power for
this purpose. She calls upon the governing Social Demo-
cratic leadership to use its power to decentralize and
democratize the state.

... regularly scheduled meetings of these representa-
tives of the masses and the transfer of real
political power from the small meeting of the
Executive Council into the broader bases of the
Workers and Soldiers Councils.4®

Luxemburg challenges these Social Democratic leaders
who define themselves as Marxists to act on the basis of
these principles. They must prove their commitment to the
mass struggle through each act on a day-to-day basis in
facilitating the transfer of power to the masses themselves.

Luxemburg calls upon the leaders of the workers and
soldiers councils and the parliamentary socialists in the
government to act decisively to defend the revolution. Her
tone as well as the substance of her remarks conveys the
urgency with which she feels that the revolution is en-
dangered by inaction. Leaders have a responsibility to

foresee and act in ways that protect the revolution from

these hostile external forces.
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Act! Act! Courageously, resolutely, constantiy,
that is the 'accursed' duty and obligation of
revolutionary chairman and sincere socialist party
leaders.4?

Luxemburg is challénging, pushing the leaders to
live up to their moral and political obligations to the
masses. As leaders they have duties and obligations to do
everything within their power to assure the survival of the
revolution. They must act and not sit around and wait for
things to take their course.

She calls upon these leaders to take clear concrete
steps to empower the masses in ways that will help them
defeat the growing forces of the counterrevolution.

Disarm the counter-revolution, arm the masses,
occupy all positions of power. Act quickly! The
revolution obliges. 1Its hours count as months, its
days as years in world history. Let the organs of
the revolution be aware of their high obligations!4?2

In contrast to this democratic-interactionist model
of the Marxist leader that is suggested here, Luxemburg
develops a scathing criticism of what she argues is the
purely instrumental approach of the SPD leaders. During
this period she sees them increasingly as a lezadership whose
single overriding concern is the reestablishment of their
control over the masses. They attempt to use all of the
resources at their disposal to discredit the mass movement
and reaffirm the centrality of parliamentary means of social
change.

Luxemburg points out the extent to which the SPD has

become an instrument of repression rather than class

struggle. These leaders vilify the masses as anarchists,
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terrorists who care about nothing but violence. Luxemburg
suggests that like the bourgeoisie these leaders bear the
loss of the institutional and ideological underpinnings of
their own power.

Law! Order! Order! Law! This is the cry resound-

ing from all sides, in all proclamations of the

government; this is the joyous echo from all the

bourgeois camps. A strident bourgeoisie is con-

cerned for its fire proof safes, its property and

its profits--the workers government is tolerating

and participating in this....43

As the revolution unfolds the fear of the es-

tablished leadership takes a very extreme form. Luxemburg
makes clear that it sets about a deliberate campaign to
defame and stir up the hatred of the masses against the
Spartacist League and their leaders. Luxemburg sees this
campaign as one more sign of the terror of the leaders of
being displaced by a revolutionary process. She puts them
in exactly the same camp as the most reactionary elements of

the society.

Crucify it shout the capitalists, trembling for
their cash bozxes.

Crucify it! shout the petty bourgeois, the officers,

the anti-semites, the press lackeys of the bour-

geoisie, trembling for their fleshpots under the

class rule of the bourgeoisie.

Crucify it! shout the Scheidemanns, who like Judas

Iscariot, have sold the workers to the bourgeoisie

and tremble for their pieces of silver.44

Luxemburg's criticisms of the Indepéndent Socialists

during this period is equally as harsh against that of the
governing Parliamentary Socialists. If Parliamentary

Socialists of the SPD openly display their hostility to the
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Spartacists and the mass struggle, the Independents express
their fears of mass struggle by withdrawal énd inaction.
The more intellectual among them justify this withdrawal by
hiding behind what Luxemburg sees as the fig leaf of their
"scientific analysis." These differences suggest soﬁething
about the way intellectuals as opposed to party bureaucrats
may respond in crisis. The latter grasps the machinery of
power to use for its purposes, the former tend to retreat
behind words and theory. Neither group can sustain a
commitment to the mass struggle.

Luxemburg highlights the tendency of the USPD
intellectuals to use theory as a justification for retreat.
She addresses their unwillingness to take a clear principled
stand during the war and the period leading up to the
Spartacist Revolt. Once again she implies that a scientis-
tic reading of Marx is in a situation of crisis a conscious
act of "bad faith."

...the sophistries and pseudoscience of those
'little revolutionaries' of the USPD who, in every
fight, look only for pretexts of retreating.?®

Luxemburg argues that a true Marxist leader combines
within him or herself precisely this wiilingness to recog-
niie the mutually transformed interaction between theoreti-
cal reflection with active participation within the mass
movement. Luxemburg argues that Marx himself offered a
model of this kind of democratic-interactionist leader.

Just as in Marx himself the roles of the acute
historical analyst and bold revolutionary, the man

of ideas and the man of action were inseparably
bound up, mutually supporting and complementing each



167

other, so for the first time in the history of the
labor movement the socialist teachings of Marxism
united theoretical knowledge with revolutionary
energy, the one illuminating and stimulating the
other. Both are in equal measure part of the
essence of Marxism, each separated from the other
transforms Marxism into a sad caricature of it-
self.46

Luxemburg's reading of Marx's life support a concept
of the intellectual as a whole human being who has the
powers of action as well as thought, of a capacity for
reflection as well as commitment. These capacities enrich
and strengthen one another, "they are inseparably bound up,"
mutually supporting and complementing one another. Action
generates experience upon which to reflect, reflection leads
to further action. Luxemburg insists, of course, that
movements for social change are also strengthened by this
mutually reinforcing relationship between theory and action.

The above passage suggests that intellectuals who
remain outside of the sphere of action are losing an
important source for stimulating their energy and wvitality,
the source of their own commitment as intellectuals.

Marxism becomes a "caricature" significantly diminished by
this artificial separation.

Luxemburg shows her own strong distaste for these
intellectuals who refuse to allow themselves to become
engaged. Their isolation within the confines of parlia-
mentary or mental routines has taken its toll on their elan,

spirit, vitality, capacity for deep feeling and commitment.

Know thy works, that thou are neither cold nor
hot: I would thou were cold or hot.
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So then because thou are lukewarm, and neither
cold nor hot
I will spue thee out of my mouth.
Revelation, iii, 15-1647
Luxemburg refuses to view the Spartacist revolt only
as a "defeat." She returns to the broader framework of
history to understand its significance. While recognizing
the failures of the Spartacist revolt, its inner shortcom-
ings as well as the limits imposed by historical conditions,
Luxemburg insists that this effort 1ike many of which have
come before it, must be judged historically. Luxemburg
accepts defeat as an inevitable part of a long historic
struggle to achieve socialism.
What does the whole history of modern revolutions
and of socialism show us?...The path of socialism,
as far as revolutionary struggle are considered, is
paved with sheer defeat.®®
She remains firmly wedded to her view that the
struggle must be seen historically and developmentally.
Each attempt realizes some essential goal which provides a
new starting place for another generation.
Where would we be today without these "defeats" from
which we have drawn historical experience, know-

ledge, power, idealism.

...We are standing on precisely those defeats, not a
one of which we could do without...4?

Luxemburg emphasizes here more than the objective
tangible material changes that emerge out of the struggle.
She dwells on the importance of leaving behind a historical
legacy oi knowledge and experience of creating new ideals

which become the seeds for the next struggle.
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Though clearly recognizing the failures of leader-
ship in this revolution, her primary emphasis remains on the
role of the masses, theif potential to recreate the
struggle. Luxemburg expresses her faith that the masses
will rise again and create a new leadership. Wbat ié
important is the struggle of the masses.

The leadership failed. But the leadership can and
must be created anew by the masses out of the
masses. The masses are the crucial factor; they are
the rock on which the ultimately victory of the
revolution will be built.3©

She affirms this simply until the end of her last
great struggle, a few days before she is murdered. Her
closing remarks at the end of the revolution silhouette the
living voice of the revolution against the forces of
repression and counterrevolution.

I was, I am, I shall be.53!

) The revolution lives even when it is not visible,
open, active. The revolution lives as the ongoing potential
for the masses to struggle against their oppressive condi-
tions. It lives on through the consciousness of history
that can be passed on from generation to generation.
Luxemburg holds consistently to her democratic-interac-
tionist model of leadership and revolution. Leadership must
recognize and affirm the primacy of the masses.

In this interpretation of Luxemburg's model of the
democratic Marxist leader during a time of revolution I

have emphasized the importance of a type of leadership that

commits him or herself to a process of mass empowerment. I
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have called this model of the leader a midwife, a person
with useful knowledge who can empower others to take steps
towards their own liberation. Such a person does not assume
control of the process of social change but works in a
dynamic mutually transforming relationship with the op-
pressed themselves. The goal of the leader is to strengthen
the powers and capacities of the'masses to achieve con-
sciousness and a capacity for action.

What the leader has to offer is a theoretical and
historical overview which understands the dynamics of the
class struggle, the process through which the masses become
agents 6n the one hand, and the dynamics of growth of
counterrevolution on the other. This knowledge obliges
leaders af times to intervene and act more strongly. Though
not assuming control, they push as hard as they can to
realize the potentialities inherent in the moment. This
side of the leader I call a watchdog or guardian of the
revolution.

Whether as midwives or watchdogs I see this demo-
cratic-interactionist model of the Marxist leader in stark
contrast to the dominant type, a type of leader which sees
socialism implemented by leaders by a hierarchical, bureauc-
ratic centralized state. Such a model of social change
necessarily involves claims of leaders to dominate and
control the masses and their struggles.

Luxemburg remains committed until her last breath to

the primacy of the masses themselves. Leaders can and must
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play a role in the struggle. At moments that role becomes
extremely important, but they must be clear about their
priorities and goals. That goal must be to bring about
socialism in a way that recognizes the relationships between
ends and means. Socialism must be built out of the
struggles of the masses themselves and their reflections on
those struggles. Truly Marxist leaders must also be
democratic, they must commit themselves to this historical

possibility.

Leaders During a Transition to Socialism

In Luxemburg's famous pamphlet on the Russian
Revolution of 1917, Luxemburg engages in a sympathetic but
highly critical dialogue with the Bolsheviks on the problem
of transition to socialism. While acknowledging the
strengths of the Bolshevik party in its ability to carry
forward the revolutionary process, she also sees significant
and potentially fatal weaknesses in their policies after
taking state power. Her dialogue with them continues to
clarify and sharpen the differences between her concept of
revolution and the role of leaders, and the conc¢ept of these
most important and well known Marxist leaders of her time.

Luxemburg's criticism of the Bolshevik style of
leadership is all important in light of the current critic-
ism of Cultural-Marxist-Feminists, and otheré who are part
of the broadly heterogenous cultural Marxist grouping.

Lenin is perhaps the single most important figure whose

conception and style of leadership has served as the
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paradigm for a concept of Marxist leadership in our own
historical period.>?

These writings on the Russian Revolution, as I
interpret them heré, I see as the culmination of the glimpse
that she gives us of an democratical cultural Marxist theory
of social change. Here she argues for the reversal of
masses and leaders even under the most difficult and
challenging conditions such as the Russian Revolution. Thus
she remains true to her singularly important contribution:
without deep changes in the consciousness and the growing
capacity of the masses for self-rule, the creation of
liberating institutions and social relationships is impos-
sible. For Luxemburg the process of building socialism, she
argues once more, is as much the liberation of the subjec-
tive powers and potentials of the masses as it is the
creation of new material forms; the two are inextricably
linked together. |

In Luxemburg's opening remarks in her pamphlet
written from prison in 1918, she assesses the overall
significance of the Russian Revolution to the socialist
parties and working class movements all over the world. She
provides an overall framework for applying her democratic
Marxist model of social change to the actual process of
seizing state power through a political revolution.

While éympathetic to the gigantic problems faced by
the Russian experiment, she argues that uncritical praise

alone cannot help the revolution. While critics must be
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supportive, they must also be clear about the problems which
are facing the leadership and the revolution. Once again
Luxemburg implicitly attacks a scientistic view of leaders
and revolution. The revolution cannot be perfect; it is an
experience which has implied within it the potential for
mistakes and errors.

Clearly, not uncritical apologetics, but penetrating

and thoughtful criticism is alone capable of bring

out the treasures of experiences and teachings.53

Revolution is not finished product, but an ongoing

developmental process. Those who criticize and evaluate it
must sympathetically look at the experience, but also
honestly reflect on its shortcomings. Here too she appeals
. to those who judge the revolution, including the Bolshevik
leaders themselves, to recognize the main dialectic at work,
the dialectic between objective factors~-the limits and
possibilities that come out of the historical situation--and
the subjective factors, the choices that leaders have within
this context for fostering the process of social change.

Dealing as we are with the very first experiment in

proletarian dictatorship in world history (and one

taking place at that under the hardest conceivable

conditions, in the midst of the world-wide con-

flagration and chaos of imperialist mass slaughter,

caught in the coils of the most reactionary military

power in Europe, and accompanied by the most

complete failure of the working class), it would be

a crazy idea to think that every last thing done or

left undone in an experiment with the dictatorship

of the proletariat under such abnormal conditions

represented the very pinnacle of perfection.34

In arguing implicitly that leaders do not have

absolute control over the conditions of creating socialism,

she is suggesting that only a leadership that is open--
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capable of reflection, cognizant of its powers and simul-
taneous limits can lead the masses fhrough such a process.

In looking at the actual policies and practices of
the Bolsheviks, however, Luxemburg insists that the Bol-
shevik leadership is the antithesis of an open, thoughtful,
self-reflective leadership. True to her earlier criticisms
of them in 1903, she sees a 1eédership that is wedded to a
view of its own perfection and absolute knowledge. Such a
leadership, she argues, is creating the conditions for
dictatorship and nbt the transition to genuine liberating
socialism.

Luxemburg's implied model of the Marxist leader
during a time of socialist transition is one that comes very
close to facilitating a radically democratic state; a state
which fully empowers the masses to take command of the
overall process of socialist transformation.

Lenin says: the bourgeois state is an instrument of
oppression of the working class: the socialist
state, of the bourgeoisie. To a certain extent, he
says, it is only the capitalist state turned on its
head.55

In other words there is no transformation of the
state itself. 1In the bourgeois state, the masses are not
developed beyond the point required by the ruling class in
order to preserve their own domination. In the socialist
state, on the contrary, the fullest development of the
masses' capacity for political self-rule is its very

essence, and reason for existence.

This simplified view misses the most essential
thing: bourgeois class rule has no need of the
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political training and education of the entire mass
of people, at least not beyond certain narrow
limits. But for the proletarian dictatorship that
is the life element, the very ailr without which it
is not able to exist.5®

For this reason, she is highly critical of Lenin's
view that the changes in objective material conditions, the
economy is the sole or at least the decisive precondition
for the extension of democratic rights. Such a view of the
relationship between leaders and masses is no less than a
justification for dictatorship, the rule of the leaders over
the masses.

But socialist democracy is not something which
begins with the promised land after the foundation
of socialist economy are created; it does not come
as some sort of Christmas present for the working
people who, in the interim, have loyally supported a
handful of socialist dictators.37

Lenin's view of social change as she articulates it
here is from her perspective the equivalent of a dictator-
ship, a group of leaders who arrogate to themselves the
power to create new economic relationships. Democracy is
not a present to be awarded from above for good behavior,
for tacit support and passive acceptance of the politics of
socialist leaders.

Here Luxemburg reiterates her earlier formulation of
the relationship between leaders and masses. Leaders, she
implies do not come from nowhere; the party taking power
comes into existence with the struggle of the masses against
the conditions of capitalism. Socialist democracy and the

seizure of power are the same phenomenon, simply one more

step in the process of empowerment of the masses themselves.
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Socialist democracy begins simultaneously with the
beginnings of the destruction of class rule and the
construction of socialism. It begins at the very
moment of the seizure of power by the socialist
party. It is the same thing as the dictatorship of
the proletariat.58

Consistent with Luxemburg's earlier criticisms of
the Bolsheviks' belief that the party with its knowledge and
expertise can substitute for the direct experience of the
masses, she deplores their cancellation of the 1918 con-~
stituent assembly and hence of the first election that
formed the constituent assembly. Having initially recog-
nized the process through which the masses manifested their
capacity for self-rule in these elections, they then argue
that the party can more adequately represent the masses than
such "cumbersome institutions." Quoting Trotsky, Luxemburg
disagrees strongly.

'Thanks to the open and direct struggle for govern-
mental power,' he writes, 'the laboring masses
acquire in the shortest time an accumulation of
political experience, and they climb rapidly from
step to step in their political development. The
bigger the country and the more rudimentary its
technical apparatus, the less is the cumbersome
mechanism of democratic institutions able to keep
pace with the development.'5?

More specifically, she notes that Trotsky, a leading
Bolshevik theoretician after 1917 holds that elected leaders
as opposed to party leaders lose contact with the rapidly
developing consciousness of the masses.

Accbrding to Trotsky's theory, every elected
assembly reflects once and for all only the mental
composition, political maturity and mood of its

electorate just at the moment when the latter goes
to the polling place.®?®
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The Bolshevik leaders' image of elections reflect
their view that power always and inadvertently becomes
concentrated in leaders. She ironically suggests that this
frozen image of the relationship between leaders and masses
does not capture what is in reality a dynamic, 1living,
changing relationship.

According to that, a democratic body is the reflec-
tion of the masses at the end of the electoral
period, much as the heavens of Herschel always show
us the heavenly bodies not as they were at the
moment they sent out their light-messages to the
earth from the measureless distances of space. Any
living mental connection between the representa-
tives, once they have been elected, and the elec-
torate, any permanent interaction between one and
another, is hereby denied.®?

Using scientific images from the_physical sciences
to convey the opposing type of thinking as well as the
substance, Luxemburg makes her point. The relationship
between leaders and masses is represented by the Bolsheviks
as a determinate constant 1like a still 1life photograph
looking at the heavenly bodies. This static picture is held
up as a picture of a present as if all of the dynamic
factors, i.e., "the living mental connection," which shape
the present do not exist.

Luxemburg rejects this lifeless model of the view of
relationship between elected leaders and the masses. She
insists that history reveals the opposite. Both leaders and
masses are in continuous dynamic flux during periods of

social revolution. These institutions become expressions of

popular mood and opinion.
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Yet how all historical experience contradicts
this! Experience demonstrates quite the contrary:
namely, that the living fluid of the popular mood
continuously flows around the representative bodies,
penetrates them, guides them.%2
Elected representatives, even those who are normally
conservative, are brought to life in a moment of revolution.
The power, strength of the masses becomes felt instantly on
this level of society. Leaders do not remain untouched by
the masses on the contrary they become open to ideas that
under normal circumstances they would have shunned.
How else would it be possible to witness, as we do
at times in every bourgeois parliament, the amusing
capers of the 'people's representatives,' who are
suddenly inspired by a new 'spirit' and give forth
gquite unexpected sounds; or to find the most dried-
out mummies at times comporting themselves like
youngsters and the most diverse little Scheide-
maennchen suddenly finding revolutionary tones in
their breasts--whenever there is rumbling in
factories and workshops and on the streets?¢3
Cognizant of the Bolshevik's suspicions of such an
undirected uncontrollable relationship, Luxemburg raises the
question whether it is better to substitute for this direct
immediate relationship between masses and leaders repre-
sentation through narrower, more ideological parties and
sects.
And is this ever-living influence of the mood and
degree of political ripeness of the masses upon
elected bodies to be renounced in favor of a rigid
scheme of party emblems and tickets in the very
midst of revolution.®4
Luiemburg argues for the importance of the spon-
taneous living quality of a peoples' movement as the best
means through which the internal logic of the revolution

unfolds. It is precisely because the masses are so vibrant,
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alive, passionate about the struggle that the representa-
tives change so dramatically.

On the contrary! It is precisely the revolution
which creates by its glowing heat that delicate,
vibrant, sensitive political atmosphere in which the
waves of popular feeling, the pulse of popular 1life,
work for the moment on the representative bodies in
most wonderful fashion.%3

She dramatically describes these changes:

It is on this very fact, to be sure, that the well-
known moving scenes depend which invariably present
themselves in the first stages of every revolution,
scenes in which old reactionaries or extreme mod-
erates, who have issued out of parliamentary
election by limited suffrage under the old regime,
suddenly become the heroic and stormy spokesmen of
the uprising.®é

Luxemburg's continued commitment to the reversal of
the relationship between masses and leaders in a period of
revolutionary transition remains clear in her criticism of
Trotsky. Parliament is the means throﬁgh which the masses
find and express their own voice, the process through which
they develop the capacity for self-government. Thus she
argues these institutions are not encumbrances; they are the
means through which the masses express their strength and
power. This strength bursts through the narrow straitjacket
of sects, parties and so on.

All this shows that the 'cumbersome mechanisms of
democratic institutions' possesses a powerful
corrective--namely, the living movement of the
masses, their unending pressure. And the more
democratic the institution, the livelier and
stronger the pulse-beat of the political life of the
masses, the more direct and complete is their

influence--despite rigid party banners, outgrown
tickets (electoral lists), etc.®”?
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The masses do not disappear after the election,
contrary to the image of Trotsky and friends. They remain
as a living force which consistently shapes the representa-
tives within these institutions. The more oper. and demo-
cratic the institutions the more responsive they are to the
ideas and energies of the masses.

Implicit in this view of the relationship between
masses and leaders is a strong proviso: +this dynamic
democratic relationship can only survive on the condition
that the masses are encouraged to stay healthy, strong,
vibrant. The transition to socialism depends upon an
increasingly empowered mass.

Luxemburg sees the Bolsheviks' attempts to create
total one party control not only in its cancellation of
constituent assembly elections, but in its attempts to turn
the soviet into the sole legitimate representative body.

When all this is eliminated, [civil liberties and
rights, elections etc.] what really remains? 1In
place of the repreésentative bodies created by
general, popular elections, Lenin and Trotsky have
laid down the soviets as the true representation of
the laboring masses.®8

Similarly, she argues that the attempt to deny the
broad middle classes from affecting political power by being
given the right to vote will have dire conseéuences for the
regime. By creating arbitrary unjust rules which do not
take into account the actual conditions facing the masses,
the regime is losing credibility with the masses.

But when it comes to a suffrage law which provides

for the general disenfranchisement of broad sections
of society and, at the same time, is not in a
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position to make any place for them even economic-
ally within that framework, when it involves a
deprivation of rights not as a concrete measure for
a concrete purpose but as a general rule of long-
standing effect, then it is not a necessity of
dictatorship but a makeshift, incapable of being
carried out in life. This applies alike to the
soviets as the foundation, and to the Constituent
Assembly and the general suffrage law.®°®

Not the privileged expressions of the party in power
but the open democratic discussion of ideas from critics as
well as supporters is the life giving element necessary for
making the transition.

Freedom for the supporters of the government, only
for the members of one party--however numerous they
may be--is not freedom at all. Freedom is always
and exclusively freedom for the one who thinks
differently. Not because of any fanatical concept
of "justice" but because all that is instructive,
wholesome and purifying in political freedom depends
on this essential characteristic, and its effective-~
ness vanishes when "freedom" becomes a special
privilege.”?

When fear and conformity become enforced by the
party no institution remains untouched. Democratic freedoms
cannot be maintained for the soviets and denied to all other
sectors.

But with the repression of political life in the
land as a whole, life in the soviets must also
become more and more crippled.’?!

As against the Bolsheviks' emphasis on the expertise
of the party as science-guided practitioners she insists
that socialism must be brought about through the expansion
of legally enforced democratic rights. Civil liberties and
civil rights are a condition of mass empowerment. They do

not necessarily eliminate all of the problems connected to

empowerment, i.e., eliminating the problem of internalized
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domination, but they are the fundamentals which are the
minimal conditions necessary for the masses to remain active
in the process.

We did not consider the destruction of the most
important guarantees of a healthy public 1life and of
the political activity of the laboring masses:
freedom of the press, the rights of association and
assembly, which have been outlawed for all opponents
of the Soviet regime. For these attacks (on
democratic right), the arguments of Trotsky cited
above, on the cumbersome nature of democratic
electoral bodies, are far from satisfactory. On the
other hand, it is well known and indisputable fact
that without a free untrammelled press, without the
unlimited right of association and assemblage, the
rule of the broad mass of people is entirely
unthinkable.’ 2

Taking this one step further, Luxemburg sounds very

much like James Madison in Federalist Paper 10, when she

acknowledges that popular self-rule is imperfect. The
masses are human. They may make errors and mistakes. Yet
repression is much worse. She puts her faith in the |
creative process through which the masses act and reflect
upon their experience, rather than the expertise of the non-
elected leaders.

To be sure, every democratic institution has its
limits and shortcomings, things which it doubtless
share with all other human institutions. But the
remedy which Trotsky and Lenin have found, the
elimination of democracy as such, is worse than the
disease it is supposed to cure; for it stops up the
very living source from which alone can come the
correction of all the innate shortcomings of social
institutions. That source is the active, untram-
melled, energetic life of the broadest masses of the
people.’3

Similarly, she argues that dictatorships are
oppressive not only because of the impoverished material

conditions but because they destroy the conditions which
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liberate the spiritual resources of the people, their ideas,
passions, commitments. These, not the brilliant policies of
the few are what she sees as the way in which underdeveloped
countries 1lift themselves out of their misery.

The public life of countries with limited freedom is

so poverty-stricken, so miserable, so rigid, so

unfruitful, precisely because, through the exclusion

of democracy it cuts off the living sources of all

spiritual riches and progress.’*

Once again, Luxemburg strongly suggests, here that
changes in material conditions cannot be separated from
changes in consciousness. A leadership which empowers the
masses liberates the suppressed potential of millions who
can contribute to the building of a new social order.

The end result of repression is the spiritual death
of the masses. What remains is an elite which has the only
real power in the society.

Without general elections, without unrestricted
freedom of press and assembly without a free
struggle of opinion, life dies out in every public
institution, becomes a mere semblance of 1life, in
which the only bureaucracy remains as the active
element.’5 '

In clear terms Luxemburg depicts the resulting
corruption of socialism. Instead of the active, empowered
mass that she describes in her graphic picture of the
relationship between leaders and masses during a period of
revolution, what remains is "a mere semblance of life."
Having anticipated the robotization of the masses in 1903 by
a party bent on domination, she now sees this same process

at work during the revolutionary transition. The party

empowers a small elite of the working class to rubber stamp
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its policies. The masses become acquiescent and quiet.
Only leaders remain alert and active.

Public life gradually falls asleep, a few dozen
party leaders of inexhaustible energy and boundless
experience direct and rule. Among them, in reality
only a dozen outstanding heads do the leading and an
elite of the working class is invited from time to
time to meetings where they are to applaud the
speeches of the leaders, and to approve proposed
resolutions unanimously-~-at bottom a clique affair--
a dictatorship, to be sure, Jacobin.’®

The subjective transformation, the development of
new values and new consciousness of empowerment cannot be
separated from the objective transformation. This is
Luxemburg's continuous message to the Bolshevik leaders.

Socialism in life demands a complete spiritual
transformation in the masses degraded by centuries
of bourgeois class rule. Social instincts in place
of egotistical ones, mass initiative in place of
inertia, idealism which conquers all suffering etc.
etc.?”?

While she asserts that Lenin knows this and repeats
it to others, his actual practices achieve the opposite
effect the demoralization of the masses. Authoritarian
means produce a mass that becomes more alienated. Force
alone will not work, only the broadest freedom can achieve
this goal of moral and spiritual transformation.

No one knows this better, describes it more pene-

tratingly repeats it more stubbornly than Lenin.

But he is completely mistaken in the means he

employs. Decree, dictatorial force, of the factory

overseer, draconic penalties, rule by terror--all

these things are but palliatives. The only way to

rebirth is the school of public life itself, the

most unlimited broadest democracy and public

opinion. It is rule by terror which demoralizes.’®
Luxemburg comes close in this conception to modern

day anarchism. Authoritarian leaders cannot achieve their
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aims by force. They cannot force people who have for
generations been socially and morally degraded to change
through coercion. Only by giving them freedom to speak to
participate to learn through the experience of self-govern-
ment will the masses develop a new social consciousness and
socialist culture.

Luxemburg's vision of the importance of democracy,
freedom, participation as the means through which the masses
become capable of becoming self-governing extends even to
the most despised elements within society, the underclass or
lumpenproletariat. Consistent with her earlier criticisms,
she argues that the use of terror and force cannot solve the
problems of lawlessness and anti-social behavior. Only
through its opposite, the inclusion of these elements in the"
political process, can these elements change.

Just as life nurtures and creates life, terror and
force degrade and dehumanize those who have become the
lowliest victims of oppression.

And yet, in this connection, too, terror is a dull,
nay a two-edged sword. The harshest measures of
martial law are impotent against outbreaks of the
lumpenproletarian sickness. Indeed, every per-
sistent regime of martial law leads inevitably to
arbitrariness, and every form of arbitrariness tends
to deprave society.”?

The violence and lawlessness of leaders, their
arbitrary use of power in the name of a higher rationality
creates a climate and culture of lawlessness and violence.

when there are no consistent rules for the exercise of

power, the cynicism and dépravity of the lumpenproletariat
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increases. Luxemburg implies that socialist leaders, like
bourgeois leaders, must respect the rule of law.

In perhaps her most radically democratic statement
in her ‘writings on the Bolshevik Revolution, Luxemburg
envisions a self-healing and self-regulating metabolic
process in which leaders virtually disappear. This vision
sees a complete correspondence between means and ends, the
liberation of the masses and the creation of new institu-
tions and social relationships. Revolution becomes a
process that is self-generating, ongoing, and creative.

As in the free action of the sun's rays is the most
effective purifying and healing remedy against
infections and disease germs, so the only healing

and purifying sun is the revolution itself and its
renovating preamble, the spiritual 1life, activity

and initiative of the masses which is called into
being by it and which takes the form of the broadest
political freedom.®° '

Reminiscent of her writings at the early period at
the turn of the twentieth century, this use of organic
imagery suggests the capacity of the body politic for
healing itself. All that it requires is freedom. If
leaders do not stand in the way of the dynamic process
through which the masses become empowered, the body can cure
itself of its illnesses. If they intervene in ways that cut
off these inner resources, they will destroy the revolution
from within.

Luxemburg clearly builds upon a model of a demo-
cratic-interactionist Marxist leader that she had developed

in her early writings. During a period of revolution what

is therefore important is openness and recognition of the
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difficult process of creating never existing institutions
and social relationships. Such an experiment requires a
leadership that is open to reflection on the experience,
rather than one which attempts to achieve predictability,
calculability and control.
The tacit assumption underlying the Lenin-Trotsky
theory of the dictatorship is this: that the
socialist transformation is something for which a
ready-made formula lies completed in the pocket of
the revolutionary party, which needs only to be
carried out energetically in practice. This is
unfortunately--or perhaps fortunately--not the case.
Far from being a sum of ready-made prescriptions
which have only to be applied the practical realiza-
tion of socialism as an economic, social and
juridical system is something which lays completely
hidden in the mists of the future.8?

Contrary to Lenin and Trotsky's unexamined presup-
position, there are no ready made answers or formulas for
social change that leaders can follow. What exists are a
framework for seeing the general direction that change must
take. Luxemburg goes even further. Marxism is more of a
critique than a blueprint for change.

What we possess in our program is nothing but a few
main signpost which indicate the general direction
in which to look for the necessary measures, and the
indications are mainly negative in character at
that.82

The building of socialism, Luxemburg implies, is
fundamentally a creative process which requires liberating
the powers of intellect and creativity of all of the members
of society. No leadership can claim by virtue of its
mastery of books the kind of knowledge that is required to

produce this new model of society.
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But when it comes to the nature of the thousand

concrete, practical measures, large and small,

necessary to introduce socialist principles into

economy, law, and all social relationships there is

no key in any socialist party program or textbook.®3

Luxemburg envisions a type of leadership that is

capable of accepting and fostering a creative process which
does not guarantee perfection. What is important is the
process itself: Liberating the powers and potentials of
society to develop through the reflection on its own
experience.

Only experience is capable of correcting and opening

new ways. Only unobstructed, effervescing life

falls into a thousand new forms and improvisations,

brings to light creative force, itself corrects all

mistaken attempts.®4

Only life itself creates l1life. Hence a leadership

that can nurture and foster this experiment will simul-
taneously open up the process through which mistakes can be
corrected. What is important is that the leadership not
destroy those very qualities in people which are necessary

for this grand transformation.

In these writings on the Russian Revolution I

interpret Luxemburg as having taken the furthest her view
that social change must come out of the activities and
reflections of the masses themselves. Leaders must use
their power to continue and strengthen the process through
which the masses themselves participate in the creation of
new social institutions and social relationships. Luxemburg
places her faith in the healing and redemptive possibilities

of human liberation and freedom.
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From this perspecfive she is extremely critical of
the Bolshevik leaders. While fully recognizing and acknow-
ledging the problems that they face, she still asserts more
strongly than ever that force, coercion, terror will not
consolidate the revolution. The use of such means for
achieving control will subvert the revolution from within.
Only by broadening thé base of support through the expansion
of democracy will the revolution survive its opposition.

Luxemburg bringé to a strong climax her faith in the
potentiality of human beings to change, grow, learn from
their own experience. Socialism cannot be brought about by
blueprint. It is fundamentally not a product of scientific
planning with its attendant bureaucratic machinery. It is a
democratic and creative process in which each and every
person has the potential to make an important contribution.

Luxemburg's critigue of leadership during a period
of transition brilliantly anticipates many of the con-
temporary critics of existing socialist states. Her
alternative provides a framework for seeing that another
kind of Marxism is possible. This alternative does not
subordinate democracy to the building of socialist institu-
tions. Rather it sees democratizatioﬁ and socilalism as very

much the same process.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

LUXEMBURG'S DEMOCRATIC CONTRIBUTION TO A CONTEMPORARY
CULTURAL MARXIST THEORY OF SOCIAL CHANGE:

THE PRIMACY OF THE MASSES OVER LEADERS

In this dissertation I have constructed a new
reading of the political writings of the European Marxist
intellectual andupolitical leader Rosa Luxemburg. I have
singled out a dimension of her theorizing that has not been
developed in other interpretations: the consistently strong
clear emphasis throughout her life and work on the primacy
of the masses as the decisive central agents of social
change. This lifelong emphasis involves a radical trans-
formation of what was assumed to be the correct relationship
between masses and leaders within the dominant Marxist
tradition of her own time. That tradition which is still
dominant today she criticized as much too instrumental and
scientistic. This tradition put leaders and centralized
organizations first. It reduced the masses to science-
guided instruments of leaders, as little more than necessary
conditions for the rise of leaders, parties, and intellec-
tuals to positions of political power.

In this dissertation, more specifically, Luxemburg's
reversal led me to spell out an alternative theory of social

194
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change that she implies throughout her theorizing. This
alternative theory--elaborated here--goes very far in
overcoming what Luxemburg viewed as the bureaucratic and
elitist tendencies of the dominant model. Seen whole, her
political writings offer a still unmatched conception of an
alternative theory that emphasizes the capacity of the broad
mass of people to become the primary agents of social
change.

In shifting primacy to the masses Luxemburg brings
to the fore a strong subjective dimension to Marxism.
Social change cannot be predicted and controlled by parties
and leaders. Social change becomes possible only when the
masses themselves have developed a consciousness and
awareness of their own conditions of oppression. Her
theorizing on social change, which I have elaborated,
revolves in my view around a dialectic between objective and
subjective dimensions. This theory puts in first place the
way in which social change develops out of the continuous
mutual interaction between the objective historical condi-
tions, the dynamics between the changing relationships of
capitalist exploitation and domination and the masses' own
experience of and reflection on these conditions of op-
pression. She sees historical development, the changes in
the social relationships and institutions of capitalism as
emerging out of the struggles of the masses to change their
own immediately lived personally felt conditions of op-

pression, and their own reflections on those struggles.
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This theory as I have extrapolated it is simultaneously
historical and developmental. It is oriented as much to
emphasizing the importance of the historical process as
toward achieving tangible material goals.

As opposed to a scientistic theory of sogial change
that she argues is shared by all of the major male leaders
of her time, she emphasizes the importance of the masses'
reflections on their own personally lived experience. it is
this dynamic between action and reflection, not the ex-
pertise of leaders, that opens up the masses' capacity for
becoming conscious of their collective oppression, and their
capacity for creating organization and engaging in col-
lective action. This dialectic between the objective
historical conditions and the masses' subjective reflection
on these underlies the reversal that I argue is Luxemburg's
great contribution to a democratic cultural Marxist theory
of social change.

Luxemburg, however, I argue breaks new theoretical
ground not only in her unique conception of the masses. She
also creates a new democratic-interactionist model of the
Marxist leader. In her reversal leaders and centralized
organizétions continue to play a role. Under different
historical conditions the role may be greater'or lesser, but
it is a role that is always shaped and goverhed by the ever
changing and developing consciousness and awareness of the
masses themselves. The democratic alternative theory

Luxemburg implied refocuses the emphasis of Marxist theor-
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ists away from parties, leaders, and the state to the
struggles that emerge out of the masses' responses to their
own conditions of oppression. She shifts from an instru-~
mental view of leaders which justifies the use of the masses
to achieve desired aims, to an interactionist model.
Leaders foster the strengths and potentiél of the masses.
The masses in turn learn from and develop their own capa-
cities through good leadership. Luxemburg also sees the
possibilities ana limits of this mutually transforming
relationship within a historical and developmental context.
Luxemburg's emphasis on the potential of the masses
to become the critical decisive agents of social change
links her work, as I have interpreted it here, to a continu-
ing alternative tradition within Marxism, which has been
called Cultural Marxism. This loose but important alterna-
tive tradition has also stressed the importance of con-
sclousness and culture in theorizing about the dynamics of
social change. Constituting this tradition is a loosely
defined group of theorists, who, each in their own way, have
historically challenged what they interpreted as an in-
strumental, scientistic Marxism. This group ranges from
such thinkers as Lukacs, to Gramsci, Sartre and the Frank-
furt school to more contemporary figures such as E.P.
Thompson and Raymond Williams. To this tradition I have
added here the less known Cultural-Marxist-Feminists of the
last decade or so, notably Shiela Rowbatham, Nancy Hartsock,

Dorothy Smith, Rosalyn Bologh and several others. Like the
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other theorists in this altefnative tradition, this small
cluster of Cultural-Marxist-Feminists have been concerned
with the incorporation of subjectivity, or critical and
oppositional consciousness into a Marxist theory and
practice of social change.

The theoretical issues and concerns that have been
discussed and analyzed in the writings of these Cultural-
Marxist-Feminists have strongly influenced and shaped my
reading of Luxemburg's political writings. Like Luxemburg
hefself this group begins from the criticism of hierarchial
bureaucratic conceptions of social change which place the
preponderance of power and control in the hands of male
leaders. This group of theorists perhaps is the closest
modern day counterpart in our time to Luxemburg's implied
broject, as I have interpreted it: creating a conception of
a democratic Marxist theory and practice.

The theoretical insights and categories that have
emerged out of the writings of this group have been central
to my reading of Luxemburg's writings. They have provided
me with a language to develop Luxemburg's conception of the
subjective dimension of social change. For Cultural-
Marxist-Feminists have consistently emphasized the necessity
of creating a much more dialectical Marxism, a Marxism that
does not only focus on the objective conditions of op-
pression but how these conditions are lived and reflected

upon in experience.
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This group of women has attempted to create theo-
retical tools and language to show how it becomes possible
for "ordinary women," women who have not defined themselvgs
or engaged in political movements to become agents of social
change, the makers af history. They have created a new
language to see dimensions of oppression that have hereto-
fore been missed or seriously devalued within the dominant
tradition, forms of culfural and political subordination and
powerlessness that have been internalized and reproduced in
everyday life. They have looked at oppression not simply as
an abstract theoretical concept, but how that oppression is
lived and experienced by the oppressed in their everyday
life and social relations. Most importantly of all this
group of women theorists has emphasized the potential of
ordinary women to achieve a consciousness of their objective
conditions of oppression through reflection on their own
lived experience. They have seen the possibility of
achieVing consciousness as a dialectical rather than a
linear process that exists as a potential within the
oppressed themselves. They view subjectivity in terms of
the personal and collective reflection on lived experience
as a source for the understanding of the larger objectified
soclal and political context.

The insights and language of Cultural-Marxist-
Feminists have shaped my reading of Luxemburg. In turn I
believe this work could be a contribution to the ongoing

theorizing of this group of women Marxists. This reading
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shows that it is possible to theorize a different model of
social change than that which is subscribed to by the male
left és the only meaningful Marxist theory, an economistic,
scientistic view of social change which emphasizes leaders,
parties and organizations. This reading of Luxemburg's
writings shows how it becomes possible to conceive of social
change as coming out of the grassroots struggles and
reflections of the oppressed themselves. It takes important
steps towards conceptualizing how socialist institutions and
practices must be rooted in a dialectical process of ongoing
action and reflection. It offers a conception of the role
of 1eadérs, organization and parties that is non-hierchical,
elitist, and bureaucratic. In these respects it incor-
porates and in some respects goes beyond the issues raised
by Cultural-Marxist-Feminists.

I specify by means of three "building blocks" thg
way that I reconstruct Luxemburg's great reversal as an
alternative theory of social change. In brief, a first
building block deals with the masses' consciousness. A
second building block takes up mass empowerment--a third and
last building block turns to leadership. The three building
blocks bring out just how Luxemburg provides a strong
theoretical foundation for conceptualizing a Marxism that
begins with and emphasizes the primacy of the masses, the
oppressed themselves.

As I have argued in Chapters Two and Five, Luxem-

burg's view of mass consciousness and class struggle is a
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decisive departure from the assumptions and practices of the
Marxist leaders of her own time. Unlike these leaders she
begins from the experience of the masses in the struggle
itself. She strongly implies that the experience of the
struggle opens up new and vital insights into the nature of
the system of oppression. Class struggle is important not
only because it produces tangible material gains, such as
increased wages, better working conditions, increased demo-
cratic rights. These gains she asserts are important but
they do not alone determine whether the struggle has
validity. Her emphasis on the masses becoming the primary
agents of social change opens up a new way of seeing
struggle, its impact on the subjective transformation of the
masses themselves, their development of a broad class
consciousness and awareness.

As I have shown in Chapters Three and Four, Luxem-
burg strongly implies the dialectic central to her reversal:
a dialectical interaction between the objective historical
conditions that shape the masses' experience of capitalism
on a day to day level, and their consciousness of those
conditions. Through struggle and action new levels of
consciousness develop which then becomes a preconditions of
yvet intensified struggle and deeper levels of reflection.

The experiential developmental process Luxemburg
sees as uneven, sporadic, and as visible only over a long
period of change. The objective conditions, the level of

capitalist exploitation and state repression structure their
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experience of oppression. But the sources of this con-
sciousness, i1ts roots, lay in the masses' own active
responses to their own conditions of oppression.

In Chapter Three I have analyzed the presuppositions
of Luxemburg's descriptions of what she calls the "early
struggles." Those small reformist struggles which had taken
place in Russia from 1892 to 1896, are what we would today
call case studies for seeing the development of class
consciousness. They are primarily empirical and descriptive
but are organized and developed in such a way as to il-
lustrate the dynamics between the objective historical
conditions, capital and the state, and subjectivity, the
consciousness and awareness of the masses.

Hence, in seeing class consciousness as.a develop-
mental process that arises in the course of the experience
of the struggle itself, I have interpreted Luxemburg as
placing great significance on small grassroots reformist
struggles they are completelg denigrated by the German male
leaders. For a leadership for whom material gains are all
important, small struggles are "fruitless," meaningless
wasteful gestures against the authorities whose gains appear
to be insignificant.

Luxemburg's criticism of this type of economism and
scientism extends to Lenin for his overall hostility to
struggles which are decentralized and particularistic in
Russia in 1993. In contrast, for Luxemburg these kinds of

struggles are gigantic leaps forward for the development of
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mass consciousness. They are the potential beginning of a
process through which the masses increasingly become clearer
about the sources of their collective oppression and the
larger purposes for which they must become prepared.

| Luxemburg, I have argued, provides extremely rich
and suggestive material for analyzing the development of
mass consciousness. First and foremost she sees it as an
uneven dynamic process that emerges out of a back and forth
relationship between reflection and struggle. Luxemburg's
descriptions and analysis of these early struggles suggest
that under ordinary circumstances mass consciousness remains
on what.she calls the level of "appearance." This level of
consciousness sees the sources of power in narrow, local,
particularistic terms. Thus she notes that in each of the
Russian cities in the 18%0's in which these struggles begin
they are aimed at achieving modest economic reforms, better
wages and working conditions.

The struggle however provokes a breakdown of the
day-to-day routine of the ongoing social relationships.
Through the struggle these relationships which have not been
a subject of reflection and theorizing by the masses get
called into question. Each moment in the struggle produces
new surprises for the masses. With each step they take they
are forced to confront the larger more powerful forces that
lay behind their day to day experience. They directly
experience the state as an instrument of repression. The

brutality they experience from both the state and capital
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rapidly moves these workers form a view of their struggle as
limited and reformist to one which becomes revolutionary.

We saw an important example of this process in
Luxemburg's descriptions of the struggles in St. Petersburg
which she treats as a model for displaying the growing
subjective awareness of the workers of their identity as
part of a larger oppressed group. In acting to achieve
their modest demands they become enmeshed in a life and
death struggle far beyond anything that they anticipated.
Forced to confront the repressive power of the Czarist
government and their employers these workers are forced to
reflect upon their previous assumptions about the sources of
their oppression. Their assumptions become too limited and
narrow to account for their experience. They increasingly
develop a broader analysis.

With each step these workers take they are compelled
to reflect on their conditions of oppression. In sporadic
and uneven ways these workers display through their action
growing recognition that they are part of a larger oppressed
group. Luxemburg does not speak of‘class consciousness in
these early struggles. What has been generated is a strong
sense of resistance to authority and a beginning level of
awareness of the nature of the system that is responsible
for their oppression.

This process, which Luxemburg sees repeated through-
out Russia, she regards as critical. To her the process is

central to seeing how revolution becomes possible. These
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small grassrodts struggles she sees as laying the foundation
for larger social movements. They are in her words, "the
germ" which becomes planted waiting to be fertilized by the
development of new objective forces that set in motion the
renewal of the class struggle.

Thus we see Luxemburg's strong criticism of the
Marxist leaders of her own time. The development of
struggles is not predictable and calculable. It ebbs and
flows, takes more and less visible forms under varying
social and historical conditions. In order to recognize it
she argues that leaders must have a perspective which sees
the dynamic interplay between the masses' struggles and
their changing level of consciousness and awareness. They
must have a perspective which is historical and develop-
mental.

Through these descriptions Luxemburg has displayed
mass consciousness as an experiential and developmental
process of class struggle. Struggles which begin with the
masses' reflection on their own immediate lived conditions,
their perceptions of these conditions as local and partic-
ularistic are transformed through the dynamics of the
struggle itself. As the struggle unfolds through its bwn
inner logic of resistance and repression these workers
become compelled to broaden their analysis, they are forced
to critically reexamine their prior assumptions. The

struggle provides them with a broader vision and analysis.
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The theory which I have adumbrated from my reading
of these early struggles I have argued is more explicitly
developed analytically in her writings on the later mass
strikes. Here she shows how millions of workers from many
different strata, occupations, and regions become catalyzed
by the later mass strikes. Unlike the Marxist leaders of
her time who see these workers return to a more local level
of struggle as a politically retrograde step, she sees it as
a big advance. By struggling around their particular condi-
tions of oppression, those working and laboring conditions
that they face in their own daily life, these workers are
making new conscious links between theilr own particular
experiences and the larger institutional and structural
framework of capitalism. They are seeing their particular
oppression in much more general terms and relating their own
experience, individually and collectively, to a broader
understanding of ‘class oppression.

What is implied in her strong conception of an
alternative theory in the early period is a much more
decentralized view of social change. While not negating the
role of leaders, they occupy a much less significant place
in creating or furthering the conditions of social change.
This decentralized emphasis becomes more explicit during
Luxemburg's analysis of the struggles of the later period.
Luxemburg argues clearly against the bureaucratic and
authoritarian leaders of the SPD during the Spartacist

revolt. It is precisely on the local level in which workers
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are confronted with the day to day exploitation by capital
that they must conduct their struggle. Objectively this is
required by the nature of capitalism. But subjectively it
is required because it is at this level that workers must
come to recognize their own oppression and exploitation as a
member of an oppressed group. It is through this struggle
"in each factory" and "from breast to breast," that workers
come to know in a real way and "work through," in her
language the significance and meaning of capitalist ex-
ploitation. Local struggles open up the bigger picture.
They are the level in which sees the masses came to terms
with the broader economic and political conditions of their
own oppression.

I argue that Luxemburg's conception of mass con-
sciousness as emerging out of the reflection of the masses
on their own personally lived experience is a significant
contribution to an democratic Cultural Marxist theory.
Luxemburg's analysis opens ﬁp the possibility of seeing
class as more than an abstract analytic theoretical cate-
gory. It points to a conception of class oppression as
mediafed by the particular experiences of those who are
oppressed.

In recognizing that the subjective reflections of
the oppressed are a starting point for seeing the develop-
ment of mass consciousness Luxemburg does not romanticize
the masses. Luxemburg's analysis sees the development of

this consciousness .as always complex contingent on many
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factors. What is crucial ‘always is the interaction between
the subjective and objective forces. Important from the
point of view of an alternative Marxism is that she sees the
subjective reflection of the oppressed on their own lived
experience as having the potential to open up a more general
theoretical understanding of the relationships of capitalist
exploitation and domination. It is her insistence on the
explosive revolutionary potential of this dynamic between
subjective and objective factors that is an importént
perspective through which to view the possibilities and

limits of struggle in our own time.

Building Block II Mass Empowerment

In building block I I have shown how Luxemburg's
shift to the masses opens up a new way of seeing the process
through which the masses develop a consciousness of their
objective historical conditions of oppression. In thisa
building block I develop a synthesis of Luxemburg's concep-
tion of the process through which the masses develop a new
awareness of their collective powers and strengths to change
these conditions. Through Luxemburg's analysis of collec-
tive action and struggle I see her pointing to the sig-
nificance of another level of consciousness which opens up
through the struggle. This level is a sense of empowerment:
the growth of the masses' own sense of themselves as capable
of creating an alternative social order.

Luxemburg's strong emphasis on the importance of

collective action and struggle points to what she sees as
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another level of oppression: the extent to which the forces
of capital and the state have become internalized and repro-
duced as a sense of passivity, fatalism, fear, and a sense
of powerlessness. As a condition of class struggle Luxem-
burg strongly implies, as I have shown in Chapters Three and
Four, that the masses must overcome this diminished sense of
themselves as not capable of action. They must come to
recognize that, as a group, they have vast untapped re-
sources and energies that have been unrecognized and
suppressed within the existing social relationships of
exploitation and domination.

Luxemburg's discussion of this process by which the
masses discover their own capacity for collective action and
powers is scattered throughout the texts. It is however the
other side of her discussion of class consciousness. I have
argued and shown in my reading of the texts that she gives
many important indications that the development of the
masses' recognition of their collective strengths is as
important as their development of their awareness of the
sources of their external conditions of oppression. Both
levels of consciousness are necessary for workers to
struggle. They must understand the nature and sources of
their objective conditions but this knowledge is not
sufficient. They must also be able to act, in order to act
however they must develop a different sense of themselves as

capable of opposing authority. Without this new found sense
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of self they are destined to remain subordinates and
powerless. |

Luxemburg's enthusiasm and excitement for the early
struggles both in Russia and Germany comes through in her
vivid and dramaticldescriptions. This is one of the most
impbrtant clues that she gives as to how these struggles
ignite within the masses a new sense of their power and
capacity to struggle and to create a new social order.

Luxemburg, however, in éddition to recognizing and
showing the importance of the social relationships of
capitalism as creating a sense of powerlessness and pas-
sivity implies another source of oppression in her analysis:
the role of centralized hierarchial and bureaucratic parties
in reproducing exactly this same kind of internalized
oppression. In Chapter Five I elaborate Luxemburg's
scathing criticisms of both German leaders and the allegedly
more revolutionary Lenin for applauding the process of
bourgeois socialization. Both of these leadership groups,
the reformists and the revolutionaries, interpret docility
and submission to leaders as signs of a higher level of
working class consciousness. In contrast, throughout her
life and work Luxemburg emphasizes the importance of the
vitality of the masses, the strength of their own life force
to challenge existing relationships, be critical and active.
It is precisely these signs of life that are one of the main

factors that indicate to her revolutionary potential.
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Again, Luxemburg emphasizes the process of reflec-
tion on the insights that emerge out of collective action
and struggle as the source of this new sense of empowerment.
Though Luxemburg strongly emphasizes this sense as a
collective experience growing out of collective action and
struggle. She also implies, as I have shown in Chapter
Four, that individuals also experience a sense of their own
personal empowerment through taking action. The two
experiences that of the individual and the collective are
not separate but strongly interconnected. The sense of
strength that the oppressed derive from the participation in
the struggle Luxemburg implies has long lasting implications
which contribute to the willingness of the masses as
individuals and members of a collectivity to continue and
initiate new struggles in the face of extreme oppression.

During Luxemburg's discussion of these same early
struggles, the smaller economistic struggles from 1892 to
1896 in Russia Luxemburg illuminates the process of collec-
tive empowerment in two of her case studies. The first is
in St. Petersburg in which she pointedly makes reference to
the generations of workers who had "patiently endured" their
conditions of oppression. She implies that they had simply
accepted as an unquestionable assumption that life was fate
to be lived out without hope or too many expectations.
Finally, however, when pushed beyond their forbearance these
workers act for the first time. They take steps to demon-

strate, organize, engage other workers. For the first time
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they experience their own group strength and the sense of
collective power that emerges out of the broader support of
their fellow workers. .

With each further act of repression by the state,
they are compellad to display a stronger and greater will to
resist oppression. They are eventually defeated outwardly,
but inwardly Luxemburg strongly implies they have changed
inalterably. They now realize that they can struggle to
change their conditions 6f oppression. They do not have to
passively accept their fate. This new discovery pushes
these workers in a later moment to struggle again. Their
courageous acts inspire other groups of workers to resist.
Despite the reinstitution of the external control of the
state and employers these workers no longer obey because of
a feeling that this kind of domination is right or in-
evitable.

Her appreciation of just this level of meaning of
these small seemingly unimportant struggles is another
reason that she treats these reformist struggles as "revolu-
tionary." They break through decades and generations of
patterns of subordination to the existing authorities. For
this reason she sees as highly significant the small
struggles that come out of daily life and conditions. They
are empowering. They provide an arena for the masses to
experienée their own power to resist.

Luxemburg's second strong example of collective

empowerment is her moving description of the railroad
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workers in Kiev. Her description of the events of this
struggle strongly imply that the strong feelings of com-
munity and solidarity that have been generafed through the
struggle have transcended the fear of death itself.v These
workers experience deep feelings of hope and commitment
which prbpel them to resist even in the face of the most
brutally repressive measures. Families lay down their lives
in support of their fellow workers. When these workers and
their families are murdered they do not retreat. They furn
their deaths into symbols of struggle. They refuse to
return to their formerly acgquiescent and servile conditions.
Luxemburg implies that when people have changed this much,
those in power have an almbst impossible task to reimpose
the previous means of control. The newly found sense of
innér spiritual freedom propels these workers to take step
after step in their struggle to achieve total liberation.

Similarly Luxemburg treats the process of collective
empowerment as a cumulative experience that happens over
time. She is constantly emphasizing beginnings--first time
experiences, first time for resisting, first time for being
in a huge crowd of demonstrators, first time for creating
organizations, and first time for conducting meetings. Each
of these experiences contributes to a sénse of individual
and collective power of the participants.

Like Luxemburg's analysis of mass consciousness, as
I have interpreted it here, Luxemburg recognizes that this

heightened intensity does not last forever. Social condi-



214

tions change. Movements dissipate. What her analysis
suggests, however, is that this new consciousness of collec-
tive power and strength takes other forms. Most sig-
nificantly the workers use these experiences to begin to
organize themselves into trade unions which carry on the
struggle. They join expliciﬁly socialist organizations.
They continue to educate themselves and strengthen this new
found awareness of their own capacity to resist. The
struggle ebbs and flows but this new consciousness she
implies does not completely disappear. Mass consciousness
sows seeds for the future.

In Chapter Four I have discussed one of the most
highly suggestive passages in all of Luxemburg's writing on
her conception of the process through which individuals and
groups experience their own empowerment. Here she suggests
a strong link between collective action and the individual
and collective unconscious. Action seems to bring to the
surface of consciousness the memory and recognition of
individual and collective oppression. These highly sug-
gestive passages suggest the power of the struggle to break
through these repressed levels of consciousness which deny
the masses the full appreciation of their power to resist.

This passage, perhaps more than any other, brings
Luxemburg the closest to the ethos of conteﬁporary Cultural-~-
Marxist-Feminism. It suggests a non-linear spiritual
journey in which personal change is dynamically related to

collective action. Though Luxemburg concentrates on
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collectivities, her strong suggestions of this inner journey
imply an understanding of this process as it is experienced
by the individual in his or her own consciousness. It
suggests how it becomes possible for oppressed individuals
and groups to experience a sense of rebirth, renewal, a
reclamation of a self, that was lost or denied.

For a second building block for an alternative
Marxist theory, then, Luxemburg contributes an emphasis on
empowerment, on collective.actioﬁ and struggle as opening up
the masses' own sense of their power and capacities to
create a new social order. She creates a strong glimpse of
the process of how it becomes possible for the masses to
overcome their internalized oppression, their fear, hope-
lessness, and passivity. In raising this issue she goes
beyond the traditional discussion of subjectivity within
Marxism which is limited to the concept of class conscious-
ness. She sees another level of consciousness that emerges .
out of the struggle: a new sense of collective power and
strength. This level of consciousness she strongly implies
is a condition of the possibility of socilalist transforma-‘
tion. |

Building Block III Leadership for
Mass Consciousness and Empowerment

Finally to a contemporary democratic cultural
Marxism I argue that Luxemburg contributes a strong glimpse
of a new type of Marxist leader. I call this new type a

democratic-interactionist model of fhe leader as opposed to
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the decisively elitist hierarchical model that has charac-
terized the dominant Marxist tradition. This new type of
leader is suggested by Luxemburg's powerful consistent
criticism throughout her life and work of the major Marxist
leaders of her time. Through her criticism she uncovers a
deeper level of unity than is implied by the classifications
that have usually been used to distinguish one from another,
reformist and revolutionary. This underlying unity, she
implies is these leaders' tendency to see the masses as
little more than instruments for the accession of leaders,
parties, intellectuals to state power. Implied in their
vision of socialism she argues is the centrality of the
state as the primary means for social transformation.

Luxemburg's new type of leader emerges out of her
conception that the primary process of revolutionary social
transformation is the development of the consciousness and
empowerment of the masses themselves. Luxemburg argues that
leaders have a potentially important role to play in this
process. It is one of facilitating and fostering the
developmental process through which the masses themselves
achieve political power.

Luxemburg's conception of the role of leadership in
the struggle and her vision of socialism are markedly
different than this model. The transformation of capitalism
cannot be accomplished without the transformation of the
masses themselves. Socialism is more than changing institu-

tions. It is a dialectical relationship between the trans-
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formation of institutions and the consciousness of masses
who create and reproduce the day-to-day relationships and
institutions of capitalism. Without changing consciousness,
capitalism is not changed. It takes new and different forms
that may be equally as oppressive. Leaders must work with
rather than attempt to control the forces in history that
unleash the dynamic struggles of the masses to become the
agents of social change. Luxemburg's conception of the role
of leaders emerges directly out of the theoretical analysis
of this dialectic between objective and subjective forces.
Leaders must work within a complex developmental process in
which the masses struggle simultaneously to gain control and
transform the institutions of society and liberate them-
selves from the forces of repression and internalized
domination. This process demands a type of leadership
committed to empowerment.

Luxemburg's conception of objective historical
conditions reproduced through the activity and consciousness
of the masses creates a completely transformed conception of
the primary aims of the struggle. She implies strongly, as
she did in the Spartacist Revolt and the Russian Revolution,
that socialism means changing capitalism at the grass roots;
at the level of day-to-~day experience, at its base in each
factory, "breast to breast." The struggle for socialism
involves many levels, one is at the level of the state, but
the other is at the local level. This conception of social

change also crates a different model of the political
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leader. It is one that can work with, foster and learn from
particularistic local struggles. Once again this image of
the struggle and 1eadership link Luxemburg closely with
contemporary Cultural-Marxist-Feminists, Marxist social
historians, and others in the cultural Marxist tradition.

Luxemburg conceives of this relationship between
leaders and masses as mutually transforming and dynamic. In
certain historical moments leaders see possibilities that
are not recognized by the masses, they act in ways that make
this vision accessible to the masses. At other moments, the
masses may be far ahead of leaders, their actions ingpire
and opeﬂ up leaders to become more committed and engaged in
the struggle. Whatever the historical conditions Luxemburg
argues that leaders must maintain a theoretical and histori-
cal vision which puts the role of the masses in the first
place. They must act on this vision even when the masses
themselves have retreated from the recognition of their own
oppression and collective power. This means a type of
leadership which constantly reflects upon its own leadership
role in relationship to the ongoing developmental prdcess of
the masses themselves, a leadership thét is a partner rather
than the responsible authority'for overseeing the masses.

As I have argued Luxemburg provides the strongest
glimpse of this democratic Marxist model of leadership
during the later historical period in response to the
several major historical events in her own time, World War

I, the Spartacist Revolt in Germany in 1918, and the Russian



219

ﬁevolution in 1917. Each of these events requires Luxemburg
to rethink the conception of social change which I have
elucidated characterizes the early period. 1In each case I
argue that Luxemburg retains her view of the primacy of the
masses. If anything this view becomes more explicit rather
than less. At the same time under these varying historical
conditions she creates a clearer picture of how leaders can
facilitate the masses' own struggle and their development of
their own consciousness and capacity for action.

Central to Luxemburg's democratic concept of the
leader is the importance of a theoretical perspective which
sees change not in linear but in dialectical terms. History
is not a straightforward process, but one filled with
continuous turns, ebbs and flows. Under véryiné historical
conditions Luxemburg elucidates this democratic-inter-
actional model of the relationship between leaders and
masses.

In non-revolutionary periods such as the early
beginning struggles of’the Spartacist revolt in Germany in
1918, leaders she argues must be open to seeing the glimpses
of alternative possibilities that have not yet crystallized.
In these early days the goals of the movement were not
clear. On the surface these workers and soldiers were
calling for political democracy not socialist revolution.
Leaders must remain open to the significance of these
struggles though they are not organized by leaders and to

not express explicitly socialist ideas.
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Just as in the early period when she saw economistic
struggles as the germs, her alternative model of social
change in the later period also allows her to see what is
denigrated and despised by her fellow male leaders in the
SPD, the significance of the strdggles and reflections of
the masses themselves; This burst of energy coming out of
the ext:emely reactionary period of the war she sees as
signifying precisely her sense of the dialectical process
which she alone anticipated, the masses finally coming to
terms and acting on their conditions of oppression.

Though open to this historic possibility Luxemburg
does not romanticize the masses. These masses which were
actively supporting the war do not suddenly become revo-
lutionaries. The development of class consciousness and a
capacity for action is a potential but not an automatic
predictable occurrence. What is different about Luxemburg
then the Marxist leaders of her time is that she maintains
hope even under reactionary conditions.

During a period of reaction Marxist leaders have a
considerably different role to play than when revolutionary
possibilities have emerged. Unlike these moments in which
the masses are clearly moving and leaders are subordinate,
in periods of reaction leaders play a much stronger role.
Though affirming the primacy of the masses leaders become
the ones who through the strong affirmation of their
principles and action attempt to keep alive the possibili-

ties of collective action and reflection.
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While Luxemburg remains hopeful, she does not
romanticize the difficulty of such historical moments. Yet
she continues to affirm in no uncertain terms that leaders
cannot themselves creafe the conditions of social change.
Her conception of history as non-linear and not subject to
prediction and calculation becomes an important theoretical
resources during this period. Under conditions which cannot
be foreseen the masses may yet recognize and act upon their
own oppression.

Still arguing strongly against a type of Marxist
leadership which sees itself in control of the masses,
Luxemburg displays her democratic-interactionist model most
explicitly during periods of revolution. In the Spartacist
Revolution of 1918 Luxemburg becomes a prototype of this new
kind of leader. Where the other SPD leaders uphold the
state as the main vehicle for achieving change, she insists
that the real institutions of revolution are those created
by the masses themselves, the workers and soldiers councils.
These decentralized democratic institutions are what create
the practical experience of self-rule. They embody new
proto-socialist forms of economic and political decision
making. They provide a setting which allows for the
development of new forms of socialist consciousness and
culture. Moreover they are the arena in which leaders from
the working class can emerge and develop their abilities.

While recognizing the imperfections of these institutions,
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she stroﬁgly argues that these institutions are the main
primary instrument of revolutionary transformation.

In discussing the potential of these institutions
Luxemburg brings together once again a conception of
leadership that is capable of learning from and working with
particularistic struggles, with a conception of the leader
who has a universalist orientation and understanding of the
overall struggle. This universalism can be important to a
development movement if leaders know how to work in ways
that foster and facilitate the potential of the oppressed to
make the links between their own particular oppression and a
more general analysis. This type of leader Luxemburg
implies must be able to work with the masses, rather than be
coercive. Once again Luxemburg suggests the process and
ends are inextricably linked together.

One of Luxemburg's gifts to this generation of
Marxist thinkers is to show that questions of domination and
control in terms of the relationship between parties,
leaders and masses are critical qguestions for the creation
of an alternative Marxist theory and practice. Without
e#amining these issues leaders can easily become instruments
of counterrevolution, and the reproduction of infernalized
domination. Their actions continue rather than break
through the patterns of subordination that characterize
daily life under capitalism. In this sense Luxemburg
anticipates implicitly the next step that COntemporary

Cultural-Marxist-Feminist theorists have taken to incor-
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porate within Marxism an analysis of the relationships of
patriarchy, race, sexual orientation, etc. These forms of
oppression must be undérstood if leaders are to act as
forces for liberation and not repression.

In Luxemburg's writings on the Russian Revolution
she goes the furthest in creating this new model of the
democfatic-interactionist Marxist leader. Such a leader has
incorporated within his or her conscious understanding the
recognition that a relationship based on domination, terror
and force reproduces alienation and passivity. Leaders who
use such methods create not socialism but new forms of
bureaucfatic domination.

Such a leadership though facing dangerous problems
and threats does not retreat to the use of the instru-
mentalities of violence. Rather he or she stresses the
importance of the dialectical process which can open up the
creative possibilities of the masses themselves. Leaders
must take every step to broaden the participation of the

masses into the governing process. They must assure the

‘masses of their right to speak, organize, associate.

Socialism Luxemburg argues requires a vital healthy public
life. Without this life it dies, becomes moribund--immobil-
ized.

In these writings Luxemburg has come closest to an
anarchist theory of change. Terror, forcé, violence do not
encourage the masses to overcome centuries of degradation.

Only by expanding liberty and democracy will the masses
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become a vital creative force. Leaders must trust tha
process of collective activity, participation as opening up
within the masses their potential to become active committed
citizens of a socialist state. Only as the masses gain
experience in self rule will they be able to correct their
own errors. Luxemburg asserts the experiences that the
masses gain by exercising power is infinitely more important
than the most perfect attempts by revolutionary leaders.
Echoing her earlier criticism in 1905 Luxemburg remains
committed to a theory of 1eadership as mass empowerment.

In tﬁese writings on the Russian Revolution both in
the early and later periods Luxemburg comes closest to
touching on the question of the subjectivity of leaders
themselves. The model of the leader as scientist elevated
the leader to an expert who simply applies theory and
methodology to arrive at correct answers. It turns the
leader himself into a lifeless, unfeeling machine. Luxem-
burg's appeals to the Bolsheviks to recognizing their own
limitations and imperfections is an important step towards
humanizing 1eéders. She pulls them out of the semi-god
persona to more fully recognize that they too invariably
make mistakes, misjudge events, can suffer from over-
grandiosity and other delusions.

Thus while implying that leaders must be self
reflective about their use of power, more importantly from
the standpoint of her great reversal is that leaders must be

accountable to the masses themselves. By widening the

]
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decision making process beyond party leaders and bureaucrats
society, the masses are more likely to recognize problems
and attempt to correct them. Thus, as I have indicated,
Luxemburg does not attempt to analyze the sources of this
type of male domination but rather treats the problem with
structural solutions. Here again, she favors a grassroots
democratic approach.

Even under the difficult conditions of war, revolu-~
tion, and the transition to socialism Luxemburg remains true
to her overall reversal of the relationship between masses
and leaders. She does not hand the power over to leaders to
solve the problems by purely technical and bureaucratic
means. She continues to insist that the creation of the new
social and economic relationships of capitalism must be
based on the development of the capacity of the masses to
become agents of change. This view of social change
continues to affirm her earlier conception that revolution
is not a theatrical coup, a one niéht stand, but a long
developmental process in which the development of mass
consciousness aiid empowerment is central and decisive.

I see Luxemburg's continuing and unalterable faith
in the primacy of the masses as her most important contribu-
tion towards the development of a contemporary cultural and
deﬁocratic Marxism. While others in the ongoing alternative
tradition that I have described in Chapter One and in the
beginning of this conclusion have added important pieces to

this contemporary Marxism--the critique of positivism,
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economism, and hierarchy--Luxemburg goes the furthest iﬁ
envisioning a truly democratic model of socialist revolu-
tion. This revolution comes out of the grassroots struggles
of the masses and their reflections on those experiences.

It is fundamentally a decentralist vision, but unlike the
anarchists, feminists and others who identify with the New
Left it does not reject parties, leaders and centralized or-
ganization. Rather it sees these traditional institutional.
forms, as they are conceptualized within the dominant
prevailing Marxism, as fundaﬁentally transformed by the
emphasis on the masses below. They no longer exist as the
isolated but decisive factor. They exist in a mutually
transforming and mainly subordinate relationship to the
masses themselves.

Luxemburg's emphasis on the mass movement below
strongly moves socialist theory from an emphasis on false
consciousness, ideology, cultural hegemony, domination to an
emphasis on the living creative quality of mass movements.
She breathes life into current Marxist discussions by
opening up the possibility of the oppressed to change,
develop, grow achieve consciousness through reflection on
their own lived experience. In this way Luxemburg's
theorizes on the possibility of grassroots politics is
matched in our time most closely by the theorizing of con-
temporary Cultural-Marxist-Feminists on the possibilities of

oppressed women becoming agents of change.
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Luxemburg's conception of this dialectic I have
argued is narrowly restricted to her analysis of class
struggle and working class movements. She does not see
these same possibilities among oppressed nationalities, or
women for example. In her conception of these groups she
tends to focus mostly on their position in the political
economy as defining their collective potentiality to become
agents of change. I see however a much broader potential
for Luxemburg's conception of the dynamic process through
which the oppressed become conscious and empowered than she
herself recognized. Her conception of the significance of
struggles around daily life and conditions, of consciousness
beginning with reflection on the immediately personally
lived experiences of the oppressed goes beyond class. Other
groups clearly can and have developed consciousness and a
capacility for action in precisely the ways that she has
analyzed. Her strong glimpse of this process which I have
theorized in this dissertation should be able to provide
some important markefs for recognizing and understanding
this dynamic process.

Beyond this Luxemburg's reformulation of the
relationship between objective and subjective factors in the
struggles links her as well to those who define themselves
as radicals but not Marxists. Her strong emphasis on the
subjective dimension of social change speaks to the concerns
of such radicals on the tendency of a scientistic Marxism to

reproduce relationships of hierarchy, domination and



228

bureaucracy--its insensitivity to issues of personal liberty
and democracy. At the same time Luxemburg's emphasis on the
importance of history and objective historical conditions
provides a new way of seeing the historically defined limits
as well as the possibilities bf consciousness, action, and
" choice. Her analysis as I have developed it here can be a
bridge between the Marxist and radical traditions.

In conclusion, Luxemburg provides abclear alterna-
tive to the dominant scientistic Marxist tradition, a
tradition which prevails in our own time. Her great
reversal between masses and leaders creates the possibility
and envisions a genuinely democratic and liberatory alterna-

tive Marxist theory.
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